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About the collection 


Not rich, not famous, not woman to woman, nothing more than a mother, not a 
self-sacrificing wife. The protagonists of these splendid stories of insolence and 
necessary crudity, who form Carmen Rico-Godoy’s brilliant return to current 
literature, are defined by what they are not, or even better—by what they do not want 
to be. In the battle to attain daily happiness and discover their identities, they do not 
gain anything besides offense and humiliation; their defeat is mitigated by an acidic 
humor, occasionally reaching a degree of irony or sarcasm. But, along with the 
undisguised yearning for escape that palpitates in each one of these women’s hearts, is 
an enormous desire for tenderness, which makes them endearing, familiar, and 
recognizable. A book, which will excite not only the thousands of faithful readers of 
the author’s How to Be A Woman and Not Die in the Intent -- where she knows better 
than anyone else how to portray women at the end of the 1980’s, but also all of those 
who know how to appreciate good literature written at full speed. 
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WHITE SOULS 


Blanca, poor thing, is completely black. Black as those large, rickety 
telephones that the gypsies sell in the flea markets for twenty-five thousand 
pesetas or more to yuppie women with blue eyes and white transparent skin, 
not like hers, which is black, opaque, and rough as a wine skin. 

To set things straight, her mother is white. She has black eyes, but she 
is white, and her skin is very smooth and delicate. She is always complaining, 
precisely because her skin is delicate: she has to use every type of cream to 
hydrate and nourish it. Blanca likes touches her mother's skin and gives her a 
neck massage with a special cream, exactly because it is smoother and more 
elastic than her own skin and so white. 

"Mother, are you sure you are my real mother?" Blanca asks her 
mother, who is named Violeta, while observing her own black hand on the 
whiteness of her mother's shoulder one Sunday morning. 

"Fuck, Blanca, it is one of the few things in this life which I'm totally 
sure of, my daughter. Do it a little more to the left, beautiful, there, there. I'm 
in a heap of pain; I believe it's from carrying that bag on my shoulder all day.” 

"Maybe during the part where they put you to sleep or something, you 
didn't realize that they did the great swindle." 

"Nothing like that. I didn't sleep at any moment. I had an easy and 
super short part. The pains began at about eight o'clock at night. I was in a bar 
with your Uncle Fermin, trying to gather the strength to stay on my feet for 
hours..." 

"It's the pear that you were nine months pregnant and still walking the 
streets, fuck Mother, what do you want me to say to you." 

"All right, well I will tell you what quality of perverts get off on making it 
with a pregnant woman. I remember one who was called, or said he was called 
Eduardo. He was an occasional customer. And what he liked was to feel how 
you moved, then he usually got undressed in a wink and I only had to suc--" 

"Mother, continue telling the story, but don't give me the details!" 

"Okay, okay do not get upset. Good. Well, I remember perfectly that I 
was having my Nesquik with cookies and suddenly, my daughter, I felt like I 
had to pee. It was something which happened to me every five minutes. Yes, 
that was the final bad joke at the end of the pregnancy. So nothing, I go off to 
pee and I will have you know here, that I peed liters. I returned and told your 
Uncle Fermin, ‘Brother-in-law, I think the water has broken.’ And it was at 
that point a pain came which split me in two. I felt like I had to shit, you 
know? And I never felt like taking a shit: I always had one in the morning and 
at that time I had been very regular." 

Blanca stops massaging her mother's shoulders. She goes into the 
kitchen, retrieves the Fortunas and the Repuestos Gonzalez cigarette lighter. 
She comes back into the bedroom, lights a cigarette, and places it in her 
mother's mouth. After lighting another one for herself, she leans in front of 
Violeta who has her feet on the bed. She contemplates her mother as she 
brushes her thick mass of red hair. 


"I don't like it at all that you smoke cigarettes, Baby. You are still too 
young." 

"Shit, Mother, I am already nearly seventeen. “ 

"You do what you want, however my obligation as a mother is to tell 
you, then you do what is sung to you. Should I continue telling you the story 
or not?" 

"Continue, continue." Blanca enjoys watching her mother as she talks. 
Her fat little lips move and allow her to see Violeta’s two very white, slightly 
protruding front teeth. When she talks, the point of her nose moves and her 
extremely black eyes which are almost always sad, are small and animated. 

"All right. Well, that happened, and your Uncle Fermin says to me, 
‘Shit Violeta, wait until your sister Rosa comes back so she can accompany 
you to the hospital; I can't move you from here.’ So I took an aspirin and 
began to pray that Rosa would return immediately, but your aunt would not 
appear. I began entering into that feeling where you are so anxious that you 
feel like you have to go take a shit. Since the topic of conversation in Fermin's 
bar during the late nights when we would pick up in prep for closing, was 
which fucking person was my drum. You know? Rosa would say she wished it 
was from a yuppie dick that I had as a fixed client, an idiot who couldn't 
connect with me neither from behind nor from the front and all because he 
talks nonstop. She said a lot of amazingly stupid things, recited poems, and 
had read more than was prudent. But I was not very sure because of the dates. 
Fermin said it could be the quiet Asturian, who was so flushed that it was like 
he was always blushing. He always had lots of money and smelled like cow 
dung. But I told him no; I always used a condom with that one." 

"I love it, how touching." Blanca takes the brush out of her mother's 
hands and begins brushing her own head of thick curls. 

"Don't do that, Baby. You already know you have been left with hair 
like a scouring pad." Violeta quickly snatches the brush from Blanca, who is 
leaning in her mother's lap. 

"Why do I have this horrible hair? Why didn't I get a mane like 
yours—so soft and pretty?" 

"Go on girl, you have beautiful hair. It's your hair." Violeta intends to 
caress her daughter Blanca's hair which is so black. But it is like caressing 
Granny's scouring pad. "Good. The situation was that the horrible pain came 
over me again. I noticed you were going to get out as soon as I helped you a 
little. I stood up and I told Fermin: Uncle, I am going to the hospital because 
this is not going to hold much longer. So, I left and luckily there was a taxi at 
the door, which was letting out the two little old women who live on the first 
floor. Before they got out, the daughters of a whore, the Dynamic Duo, who 
could not or would not move with their arthritis, caught me up with their canes. 
Good. Well, I arrived at the hospital, and I told the people at the entrance,’ It's 
urgent, I'm going to give birth.’ A wally in clogs told me, “No it won't be for a 
while, wait here. I'm sure you still need a little more time.’ I sat down in a 
chair in the corridor, and again those pains gave me the impression they were 
going to make my bones explode. A man in a green gown and green slippers 
passed in front of me and I grabbed him, ‘Tell me where the bathroom is, I 
have to go to the bathroom.’ He looked at me from head to foot, played my 
bass drum and said, ‘You are giving birth. Come with me.’ He called a woman 
in clogs, who was walking away. She came--moving her hips with an 
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amazingly violent fervor, and he told her, ‘Take this woman to the fourth 
floor: she is giving birth.’ No, I didn't dare walk; I noticed things were leaving 
me from down below, liquids and strange things. They sat me in a wheelchair, 
and ran pushing me all the way to an operating room where they laid me on a 
hospital bed, opened my legs wide and began giving me orders and shouts, 
‘Push, Ms. Let's go, push.’ I was annoyed. I watched them all the time to see 
what they were doing to me down there. I pressed, I pressed, and I saw a black 
thing that was coming out of my cunt. It was your head, my precious girl. 
After the head, a small body like a pig, black, totally black, began to come 
out." 

Blanca sits up and gazes at her mother, who regards her with smiling, 
teasing eyes. "When I was small, it made me furious when you called me 'My 
Piglet'." 

"Daughter, what do you want. That is the first thing I thought of when 
I saw you. A little pig from the acorn hog, like the ones Fermin's father has out 
in the pasture in Jarama." 

Blanca returns to sit in her mother's lap. 

"The man in green grasped you by the feet and gave you a slap on the back, 
about here, and you began to brawl. I asked him if it was a boy or a girl. Since 
in that era, it wasn't like now, where they tell you when it is in the belly and no 
more swollen than a mandarin orange. Uncle looked at me above the mask that 
they wear and said to me, ‘It's black.” A large woman, who placed something 
in her arms told me, ‘Calm down, calm down. Don't worry.’ I moved her arm 
aside with a jerk as I kept looking at you. Suddenly, all of the pain had passed, 
I felt like a whore's mother, if you pardon my saying so. I told the one in green, 
‘Bring her to me, I want to touch her.’ He put you in my lap, against my heart. 
You were crying and breathing and opening your mouth a lot. I immediately 
saw the main thing about you. I said to the guy in green, ‘She has my ears; 
she's like me.’ The man in green smiled and returned to take you. Then he said, 
‘Now we’re going to do some tests and bathe her. She’s precious. I think she 
is perfectly normal.’ I saw how he held you under your armpits and how they 
were making you walk on a table, and I thought, damn, she's going to be black, 
but the girl is very smart, she knows how to walk and everything. Next, they 
bathed you. You screamed and waved your arms and legs a lot. The man in 
green came to my side and remarked, ‘She weighs three kilos, two hundred 
and fifty grams. She is perfectly normal. You are doing wonderfully.’ I saw 
his kind, smiling eyes so I asked, ‘Doctor why is she so black?’ The large 
woman who put things into my arms laughed to herself and the man in green 
replied, ‘And why is she a girl? Who knows? The mysteries of science!”" 

Violeta makes Blanca change her position, since one of her legs has 
fallen asleep. They light two cigarettes, one for each of them. Violeta 
continues talking while she caresses Blanca's hand which is black on the 
outside and white on the inside. 

"Then they transferred me to a room with three other aunties. One of 
them was breastfeeding a baby under the vigilant gaze of an enormous older 
woman, who had to have been the mother of the mother, ‘Oh, how well my 
manly grandson pulls on the tit. Say yes, you take what's yours.’ The auntie 
was a gypsy, of course. The new mother, who had just given birth, seemed to 
be one too, but the baby was whitish." 


"Of course, see? If I had been a gypsy, at least I would feel more 
integrated, less marginalized." Blanca sits up and looks into her mother's eyes. 
"In my class there are two gypsies and one person with AIDS, and they treat 
them better than me." 

"Come on, baby. And what do you want me to do. You were born as 
black as carbon, auntie, and what are you going to do with yourself...The 
worst thing was when your Aunt Rosa and Uncle Fermin arrived and saw you: 
normally when someone sees a baby they say: it is precious, how adorable, it's 
angelic, how cute. Well, as soon as they set their eyes on you, they said, ‘She's 
black. She's completely black. Imagine that! What wallies. As if there were no 
outside evidence, so it has to be said. The first thing that jumps into their view 
is the first thing they say: she is black." 

Violeta hugs her daughter and gives her several loud, wet kisses on her 
forehead and in her ear. 

"So, once it was solemnly declared that you were black, they moved to 
on to other things, ‘Have they said if it is normal? That is to say, besides being 
black, you were mentally retarded or deaf. ‘She is perfect,’ I answered, 
‘including the fact that she already knows how to walk’, since I had seen how 
you took those steps no sooner than leaving this womb. Furthermore, you are 
going to be very intelligent, see what a clear and broad forehead you have. But 
people are not irregular. We are like Pavlov's dog, a product of reflexes: in the 
presence of a stimulus, it might be a baby in this case we always react the 
same way. So, they said: 'Have you seen her eyes? What color are they?’, as if 
someone black, as extremely black as you, is going to have eyes of some other 
color. Fermin, the poor man is not a light, said, ‘I think all infants have blue 
eyes because of the milk.’ So, he raised one of your eyelids and your coal 
black eye appeared. Your Aunt Rosa, who couldn't leave off being surprised, 
said, ‘How pretty she is, look Violeta, she has curly hair like Mamma.’ She 
has curly hair like the black Bantus from Africa, not like Mama who has 
waves and ringlets. Finally after a while, when their brains had already begun 
to digest the event for them, then they started feeling more relaxed: she is very 
good, she doesn't cry or anything, look—what beautiful hands she has, they're 
so strong and look, look at the palm of her hand, it is completely white, the 
best thing is that in time she will turn entirely white, naturally, of course the 
palm of her hands are exactly like ours. What nonsense. Heaven, go bring me 
a glass of water with a squirt of lemon." 

Blanca rises, stretches, and jumps on her way to the kitchen in order to 
recover the feeling in her legs. When she leaves the bedroom, she meets her 
reflection in the huge full-length mirror on the wardrobe. She couldn't be 
blacker. It looks like they placed a tangled and netted mop on her head, but 
she has a good figure. Her breasts are high and hard and not very large. Her 
waist is narrow, her thighs are long, and her legs are marvelous, fleshy without 
being fat. "Fuck the whites," she says to her reflection and continues 
hopscotching to the kitchen. She takes a bottle of Lanjaron out of the 
refrigerator, fills both glasses and squeezes half a lemon over each glass. She 
puts a package of Neapolitans cookies on her head and, with a glass in each 
hand, slowly walks to the bedroom with her body held erect. 

"Auntie, the way you put those things on your head, I don't know, it 
must be a genetic reminiscence of your race or something like that." 


"Don't be stupid, Mama. I read in a magazine that this is what models 
do in order to walk straight. And besides, I have something to tell you--one 
thing: I want to take ballet classes. Marisa is going to start this coming week. I 
think it’s the best for flab, so I have agreed to do as they do by carrying things 
on my head. The ballerinas do it too." 

"Ballet? You're really out there. Where have you seen a 'Giselle' or a 
princess of 'Swan Lake' who was black, come on. If you want to get exercise, 
there is karate or tae kwondo. If the yellows can do it, the blacks can do it." 

"Well, look at that model who is very famous, who earns so much 
money, who is in this magazine, look at her, Naomi Campbell. She's super 
famous. And here in the magazine, she is an opera singer. She is dark too..." 

Blanca grabs an issue of "Ten Minutes." After wetting her finger with 
saliva, she quickly flips through its pages. Violeta observes her daughter's 
miraculously agile hands; she marvels each time she sees them in action. 

"Now I know who you are talking about, but she is not so black, and 
besides she is a foreigner and that's not the same." 

"Why not? I'm sure when she was at home and said she would like to 
be an opera singer, her father or mother said to her: Have you ever seen a 
Norma or a 'Lady of the Camellias' as a pale and consumptive lost black 
woman. Or something like that, and now you see. I can't find her. She must be 
in another magazine." Blanca hurls "Ten Minutes" though the air and the 
magazine smashes against the wall. "Besides, now anyone white sings and 
dances to reggae or samba and the non-gypsies sing like gypsies." 

"There you are right, daughter. What do you want me to tell you. 
There are no longer exclusive rights when you talk about your talents," Violeta 
concedes as she finishes drinking her glass of water with lemon. "When you 
were very small, before all of this began, I seriously thought of going away to 
a foreign country, to France. A woman who worked with me at The Burladero, 
Terry, a very tall singer, went to Lyons or Bordeaux-- I don't remember where, 
and it went fucking gnarly. In France, the people are very liberal on the subject 
of the races. They are not so edgy, nor too provincial, like here. And no one is 
surprised that a redhead has a black daughter, damnit." 

"You are not a natural redhead, mother. You always forget." 

"When I was little, I had red curly hair. Later it went dark. Because of 
this, your Aunt Rosa thought that the reverse would happen to you: that if you 
were a little black when you were small, then you would get whiter. The same 
way that there are infants who are born that are all colors and later they 
disappear. When they started bringing you to nurse, the nurses would come to 
see the spectacle: a whitish mother giving her breast to a black, black baby. 
Fuck, they would not leave off being surprised, I swear to you. But imagine 
how strange you seemed to me. You were mine, I recognized you as 
something of mine. I didn't tire of touching you, hugging you, kissing you. 
You made me laugh when you wrinkled your little face and your little nose 
and then you would burst out crying in a loud voice, fuck, and 
powerfully...what a beautiful small child you were, well now also. When you 
were sleeping after nursing, I would put you in the crib, watch you and think: 
which fucking person is my daughter the kid of. I swear, I was thinking that I 
had managed to get pregnant by Gines, the one who later married Merche and 
now has a supermarket on Pelayo Street, but no. It was not from Gines, I'm 
sure of that. By thinking and thinking, I remembered that during the time that I 


must have gotten pregnant, I was with Raquel at a party in a chalet in the 
outskirts of Madrid. Raquel and I, we looked good, and we were clean and 
legal. So, they often called us for parties and things like that. They were 
paying us a bundle. Of course, we would have to give part of it to the Persians, 
but...anyway you can devote yourself to the ballet if you want, but I prohibit-- 
no joking here-- you to spend time in prostitution, girl. Not even the 
highflyers: that is a lie, it's the same shit that the others kicked out on the street 
endure, you know? Good. So Raquel and I went, she says it was towards one 
of those urban developments on the road to Burgos, but I have an idea that it 
was by the road to Valencia, it produces the same result. Good. So there 
Auntie, among the many people who there were, was a man black as a 
telephone, handsome, very handsome, who asked me the time. He danced very 
well, yes that I remember, and he didn't speak one potato of Spanish. He had a 
marvelous smile and enormous and agile hands like yours, with long fingers 
and brilliant fingernails. I envy your hands." 

"Leave my hands in peace and continue Mother." 

"Well, nothing is what I am going to tell you. Give me a cigarette. The 
black man was an African, according to what they told me, an African from 
Africa, not from America or Germany, no, no: pure, pure African. I, like most, 
said to him that I would prefer it with a condom, because I have always been 
cautious, very much so. Even though fifteen years ago no one had heard talk 
about AIDS nor anything like that. But I don't want you screwing. I told him 
about the condom using signs and he smiled. If I have seen you, I don't 
remember. He himself was the saint from heaven and me too, so..." 

"And you don't at least know his name or what country in Africa he 
was from, because Africa is very big auntie Mother." 

"No fucking idea. Understand it Blanca, how was I going to calculate 
that I was going to get pregnant from him, fuck. Well, there weren't any of the 
frequent pharmacies of these days. I don't know Blanca dear. I don't remember. 
I don't know if it was that I didn't wash myself afterwards, a rare thing for me, 
or something happened, it was the end or what the hell happened. We had 
drunk a tiny bit, why am I going to deny it, to endure a party where you don't 
know anyone and furthermore are in service...or might be. And the black man 
arrived late, towards the end, of course. Raquel says I was with him longer 
than normal, I don't remember, honestly." 

"Good God, it is incredible that you don't remember my father." 

"Don't be angry Blanca dear, it is the truth. I'm sure it is because those 
African spermatozoa are the pear of resistances and those genes break though 
a path with a punch, no matter what. Like Gina says, the only black man that I 
ever screwed in my whole life dedicated to prostitution and ecolocua." 

"With those dates it is impossible to even try to search for my father 
throughout the entire continent. Not even on "Who Knows Where" would they 
be able to do anything: to search for one African among millions of Africans." 

"Woman, one who was in Madrid at a party. There don't have to be so 
many. From what you see on television, ultimately, they're fucked. Look at 
Rwanda, you don't have to search there, not in Somalia either. That narrows 
the circle." 

Blanca is depressed. She stands and lights a cigarette. She is sad and 
serious. She looks at her mother out of the corner of her eyes. 


"What's up with you Blanca? At this stage I'm not going to tell you that 
you need to know who your father is. You’re lucky. Look at us, at Rosa and 
me. We would have loved to not know who was our patron of the balls, a 
brown beast, drunk the whole day, a son of the great whore, if you pardon the 
expression. Come on, who knows what we might have given, she and I, not to 
have ever known. Fathers only bring complications, out of all of my 
colleagues, I don't know anyone who does not detest her father. No one should 
have to know their father, come on, certainly. You don't know how lucky you 
are baby. You'll understand it when you're older." 

Blanca carefully examines her toenails. 

"You could have given me another name, besides Blanca, at the very 
least," she states filing her big toenail. 

"I love Blanca. Listen, now that you are black as jet black, gorgeous, 
now the others are not important. Besides you know that the family tradition is 
that we are all called by names of colors. It's a mania of your Aunt Violeta, 
who is like a chola, an anarchist. The worst is your first cousin, who's very 
white and very stupid. They named her Gris. You're black, but your soul is 
white Antonio Machin or whoever, already said it. Plus, you are smart. I'm 
surprised at how smart you are since you haven't gotten it from me. I am very 
clever, astute and all that, but what you have is what I can't believe. With the 
scholarship examinations, you have left the entire school council and the 
minister of education himself dumbfounded." 

"I think that going away to study at an African university in Dakar or 
Nairobi would be great." 

"But have you gone nuts or what. How are you going to Africa, you 
Blanca Rodriguez-Puerta, a student in Nairobi. Where is that exactly?" 

"You remember 'Gorillas in the Mist'?" 

"Sure, with Sigourney Weaver." 

"Well, it's near there, a little lower to the left." 

"Damn, Blanca, that's so far. And what are you going to study there?" 

"Well, I don't know business or business administration." 

"But you are drunk. All of the Africans come to Europe to study 
business and you're going--and you are going to away to an impossible place. 
Don't you realize that everyone there will be black?" 

"And?" 

"Nothing. You are used to being the only black in a world of whites, a 
rarity. But there you will be one of many, the ordinary. And while I'm here, I 
can imagine it, people asking me: What is little Blanca doing? Nothing, she's 
studying business in Nairobi. And where is that place where she's staying? In 
Africa where they study the gorillas in the mist. What a cut." 

"You come with me." 

Violeta looks at her daughter. Blanca has recovered her smile. Her 
eyes are shining, her feet are large, but in good shape, without traces of 
callouses and bunions. Not like hers which are almost deformed from wearing 
shoes with high heels and pointy toes. Certainly, black people are superior in 
many things. 

"Blanca, I love your feet. Look, what a difference from mine and even 
after I have paid heaps of attention to them. I let myself spend fortunes on 
pedicures, but look, what filth, next to yours they look deformed. I am 
thinking that black people are superior in a number of things. The other day, I 


was commenting on it to Boines. He agreed and stuck me with a long, 
impressive spiel about basketball, jazz and of course black people are much 
larger than whites. Maybe I am going to Nairobi with you. I am in this 
wretched country up to my hair bun. Besides, I prefer not to leave you alone. I 
couldn't stand being separated from you. I love you a lot little Blanca. And 
then black people also believe that white people have horizontal cunts instead 
of vertical ones." 

"Really, mother, please." 

"Here they say that about the Japanese and the Filipina women. That's 
why the uncles like them so much: because they have their cunts in reverse." 

"I want you to say that you will behave yourself." 

"I always behave well, little Blanca, but we will have to live on 
something. Although I will say that, from what you see on television and in 
the movies, I don't know if the black people there have many fine things. But 
one gets used to what one can. Listen Blanca dear, order a pizza by telephone. 
I don't feel like cooking today because it's Sunday. First, come here. Give me a 
kiss. I love you very, very much. You are a goddess, don't go, give me a kiss 
my girl. I love you very, very much. You are a sun. I don't deserve you. How 
lucky I am to have this little black girl in my life." 

"Oh, Mother, you're crushing me...what a ninny you are. I also love 
you very much, even though you are white and inferior. What kind of pizza do 
you want?" 

"I'm going to kill, you, you bastard. Anchovies and lots of cheese. Oh, 
how I love my little piglet, for God's sake." 
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THE UNDESIRED 


It was not even her mother who gave her the name Desiree. When she 
was born her mother was too busy blaspheming God and Adam and Eve and 
the mother who bore Emilio and all of the dead people in her fucking family. 
It was in one of the worse known districts according to Marinieves. The 
National Police officer and her partner Carlos had to assist with Desiree's birth 
in an open field in the ghetto of San Blas until help arrived in the municipal 
ambulance. 


Desiree was a born in a breech birth, which tore her mother 
Esperanza's flesh as if in place of a child, there was a ball with pieces of a 
blade embedded in its surface. When Esperanza started feeling the pains, she 
began walking to the hospital thinking that she would arrive in time, that it 
was not far. She was walking along staggering, bending over so she could 
resist the pains that were devastating her stomach. As bad luck would have it, 
a police car passed by which, on seeing her walking unsteadily, sounded its 
alarm and approached her. The police officers aimed their pistols at her, as a 
precautionary measure. Recently, they had had drug addicts who attacked 
them with knives like total living beasts. 


Wild-eyed, with her sweaty disheveled hair stuck to her face, which 
was distorted from suffering, Esperanza told them to go to hell and she called 
Carlos a son of the grand whore. Marinieves immediately realized Esperanza 
was pregnant. Her placing third in her advancement training class had not 
been for nothing, and that was because she was a woman, since if she had 
happened to have been a man, she would have been first. She was the only one 
who correctly answered the question, 'What is an extrasystole? a) An 
apparatus for measuring Saturn's gravity; b) An urban rock band; c) A cardiac 
contraction.’ Just a few days before she had seen it on a game show on 
television. But then, from what they say, television does not serve any purpose 
other than to dehumanize people. 


Carlos and Marinieves succeeded in putting Esperanza in the patrol car, 
after a great deal of effort, since Esperanza was extremely agitated by the 
inhuman pain and because the mere physical contact with the police put her 
into a hysterical panic. In her twenty-one years the only thing she knew for 
sure was that the big problems always came from the police because they hate 
you: where do you live, in a hovel; what do you do, whatever I can and 
whatever lot falls to me; where are your parents, I have no idea; and your 
husband, where is he, in the sack and everything like that. 


When Carlos tried to start the car, nothing happened, there was 

no way. 
"Let's go uncle, start it again, fuck!" Marinieves shouted while trying 
to hold Esperanza's arms and legs. Screaming, now no screaming, since they 
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had put the baton in her mouth, advising her to bite down harder, that this 
would lessen the pain. 


Nothing, the car wasn't starting, it was like it was dead. 

"Shit, she's bleeding uncle. Call on the radio so they can come for her." 

They got out of the car again. Esperanza crouched down on her heels, 
grasped the left front wheel and broke into loud screams and ferocious, savage 
unrecognizable howls. 

Marinieves immediately realized that the situation was much more 
serious than it had first appeared. It was not a matter of a woman who was 
going to bring a child out to the light, but a real delivery with lots of 
complications. She rushed to the trunk, opened it and found a flashlight-- 
because this is another one of those things that naturally only occurs at night. 
The waning moon tried to show itself from behind some large black storm 
clouds. The only thing we need is for it to start to rain, thought Marinieves as 
she removed a blanket of unknown origin. 

Carlos had left the car and was standing next to her, looking pale and 
sickly. 

"They're coming now. Hey aunty, this is some deep shit that we've 
touched." 

"Shut up. Hold the flashlight. It's a miracle that it has batteries. I'll try 
to put the woman on the blanket." 

"Has she stopped screaming? What's happening?" 

The two of them hurried towards Esperanza. She was still squatting on 
her heels, but she was silent, almost not breathing. Even more terrifying than 
the previous screams, was this silence, only broken by the whistling and the 
faraway, mechanical voices from the car radio. 

Marinieves looked under Esperanza. There was blood and things, 
which looked soft, but unrecognizable. Marinieves gathered her courage and 
thrust the flashlight towards the bloody shapes. 

"God, it's a foot and a leg." 

She had seen only a few things so clearly in her life. For no reason, she 
grasped Esperanza strongly around the waist and began to shout at her too: 

"Let's go, let's go, push hard! Now it’s almost out, let's go! Push Aunty, 
hard and with gusto, Aunty...Let's...! Carlos, hold her under the armpits and 
lift her up a little, not much. Go on Uncle, do what I said." 

Marinieves bent down and started to pull the leg. It surprised her to see 
the tiny fleshy leg respond by kicking and moving by itself, as though it was 
going through an enormous hole. 

"Here it is, now I got it," she shouted, grabbing a little bottom and soon 
a tiny body. "Lift her up a little Carlos. And you, keep pushing." 

"Lift or push. See, if you were clear." 

"Oh, what little use guys are at crucial moments." 

Marinieves' hands went into the entrance to Esperanza's body as if it 
was a wide plastic bag. The tiny body was a greasy and slippery fish. 

"What destruction. I have the head! I'm going to pull it out! Hold her 
well." 

Finally, finally, the sound of a distant siren was heard. Esperanza was 
not moving. Marinieves pulled out the head. 

"Holy saints, I can't beeelieve it." 
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"Listen, the woman is falling out of my hands." To Carlos her voice 
was trembling. 

"That's it, set her on the ground gently." 

But they were leaving blood and things inside the mouth of the open 
crater in Esperanza's body. Carlos stretched Esperanza out on the ground. 

"I think she's dead," he said, "She's not moving." 

"Well, the infant is living. I think, but I don't know." 

The siren was approaching, but Marinieves was going into a panic, 
which made her shake from top to bottom. 

"Carlos, get the flashlight and make signals with the light. I don't want 
them to lose us and not see us, uncle. Come on, wally! Do it with the flashlight 
cunt!" 

"OK, take it easy. That cord has to be cut, doesn't it?" 

"You worry about the flashlight and mind your business cunt. All you 
like is cutting, cutting." 

She was going to start crying at one moment or another. Her teeth were 
chattering. The girl was lying still on the ground with her face turned to one 
side. She was holding the slippery thing like she was holding a sea bream in 
order to place it in a roasting pan. 

In a fraction of a second, the light from the ambulance's headlamps 
appeared. The guys from Samer in their orange vests rushed to them. 

"Calm down, we're here now. Calm down, everything is under 
control." 

A man with white hair and very dark eyes went up to Marinieves and 
deftly took the sea bream out of her hands. His voice was gentle, grave. 

"You have been a very brave young woman. Move along now, get up. 
This is our thing." 

"It's a baby, it's whole." 

"It's a girl." 

Marinieves tried to stand up, but her legs were painful and wouldn’t 
support her. Her hands were covered with sticky blood. Carlos helped her to 
stand up. 

"It's a girl, Carlos. Did you hear?" 

Suddenly there was too much activity around. They grabbed her and 
carried her in the air to the ambulance. Just then she felt a familiar pain in her 
abdomen. 

"Damn! My period has come. This always happens to me at key 
moments." 

Marinieves could not separate herself from the blackened and dirty 
creature. She was panting like she was fighting to live. Her breathing 
crumpled her little face, so that she looked like an old raisin waving feeble, 
wrinkled arms and legs. 

They treated them very well in the hospital's emergency room. Doctors 
and nurses immediately attended to Esperanza and her daughter at full speed. 
From the door of the operating room, they ran though the corridors past the 
astonished gaze of patients who had been waiting hours for their turn. 
Esperanza's face was a pale gray color--very suspicious. In contrast, the girl 
presented a reddish tone. A fellow in a green gown grabbed her with his 
gloved hands and suddenly held her upside down. 

"She's choking. We must put her in the respirator." 
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"Desire, sweetheart, you have to hold on," Marinieves said, on being a 
little horrified when she saw how the doctor gave Desire quick sharp slaps on 
her back. After a few timid coughs, the infant broke out crying in a serious and 
raucous voice. 

"Desire, what kind of name is that." 

"I don't know, it just occurred to me. My mother liked it a lot, after she 
had seen a movie about Napoleon with Jacqueline Bisset in it." 

"But we're going to see: is this girl your relative or what?" asked 
Carlos, who was still looking pale and sickly. "This girl will be named what 
her mother or her family wishes." 

"Have you seen her mother's face? I think she died." 

A nurse in a_ half-mask helped Marinieves wash her hands 
conscientiously. 

"TI like the name Desire," said the nurse, "much more than Vanessa or 
Cintia, which are too fashionable. Now that's nothing like Pilar, Ana, or 
Teresa, those are more like ours. Besides, I think that it is not Desire, but 
Desiree. I know because a little while ago, there was a French woman here 
who had been beaten by her husband, who was a Moroccan—that was a severe 
beating--and she was named Desiree, with two e's and an accent on the 
penultimate syllable." 

Esperanza had effectively been a corpse when she arrived at the 
hospital. It was impossible to revive her. However, Desiree spent one week in 
an incubator and recovered to the point of being allowed to walk to the 
apparatus by herself. No one from Esperanza's family wanted to take the baby 
under their charge, so she passed into the ward of the community of Madrid. 
Marinieves tried to adopt her, but it was not easy. Her parents and friends and 
coworkers acted like a species of pifia nut in order to dissuade her by saying 
that she was going to mortgage her future, that a police officer's salary could 
not support a baby, that she would never find a boyfriend with a child in her 
charge, that she didn't know if the father wasn't a serial killer, that a baby was 
not like a dog or a cat, etc. But Marinieves insisted. The Administration was 
not exactly helpful either, they did nothing more than present objections: she 
was too young, she was single and therefore disqualified for the adoption. 

But for some reason even she couldn't understand, Marinieves never 
had something so clear as the one that she must take responsibility for the 
child, despite of all the inconveniences and against the good advice of 
relatives, friends, and government employees. She did not have a shadow of a 
doubt. The call from Desire was clear and plain, and Marinieves knew she had 
to obey it. If she had been born for something, it was to adopt Desire. 

Finally, she got her. Her friends and colleagues helped her more than 
her own family. Her mother and father were angry with her, because she had 
thrown the possibility of a good marriage overboard and, without it technically 
being true, Marinieves had turned herself into a single mother, a shame, a 
stupid social disgrace. 

Marinieves dreamed that Desire would become a supermodel or a 
movie star with blue eyes and very long legs, her photograph would appear on 
the covers of the most elegant magazines and all of the newspapers would 
constantly talk about her, her films, and her rich, gorgeous boyfriends. 
Sometimes she changed it from Desire Cuesta to Desire de la Cuesta. Desire 
de la Cuesta sounded marvelous, it was a name with mystery with a touch of 
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the exotic, of elegance, of distinction. Other times Marinieves would dream 
that Desire de Cuesta was a pop star loved by the multitudes in every country, 
she would give concerts in bullrings and cut records with Placidio Domingo 
and Montserrat Caballe and Julio Iglesias. And she and Desire would live in 
Miami or in London and they would have a butler and a chauffeur. 

Forty years later, Desire weighed fifty-two kilos, was missing various 
teeth, had thin hair and one dense connected eyebrow. Her passion was drugs, 
injections, and suppositories. She had been expelled from one school and two 
colleges for attempting to poison a girl and a teacher, and she hadn’t finished 
high school. The first time Marinieves reprimanded her for coming home late, 
she ran away, and the police found her, ten days later, totally drunk at the 
neighborhood station for she had robbed two young tourists for their 
backpacks after knocking them out with ether. She would eat and eat and eat 
senselessly and without pause. When she wasn't eating, she was putting pills 
into her mouth--laxatives, vitamins, anything that she could get. Once when 
her mother, Marinieves, suffered from a sciatica attack, Desire--who was then 
twenty-one with the mentality of an eight-year-old-- carefully crushed forty 
aspirins, mixed them with powdered Nolotil prescription strength painkiller, 
added water and gave them to her mother via injection, one every four hours 
for twenty-four hours. When a neighbor saw that Marinieves was in a coma, 
she called an ambulance. Marinieves never totally covered. She had spent ten 
years like a vegetable, sitting in a wheelchair, at Desire's mercy--that was for 
sure. Desire allowed people in the neighborhood to call her 'Desi' for short. 
Desire gave her injections of drinkable ampoules and put injectable Voltaren 
tranquilizers into the soup and beans. In the morning, she poured Urbason 
tranquilizers in the coffee with milk. 

Desi spent thirty years tormenting poor Marinieves ‘taking care of her’ 
as she would say in the market that she went to every day for the food they 
liked the best: blood sausages, pork, offal, tripe, cabbage, and bananas. They 
lived on Marinieves' disability pension and, from time to time, the cleaning--if 
you want to call it that—of some house, shop, or office in the neighborhood. 
She cooked all of the food together in one big pot to which she would add sea 
salt, brewer's yeast, milk of magnesia, powdered fluoride and depending on 
her mood, a couple of ampoules of Astenolit tranquilizers. She made a small 
puree of the resulting concoction for her mother and fed it to her in little 
spoonfuls. She changed and bathed Marinieves once a week on Sundays when 
the markets were closed, and she was able to devote the morning to her 
daughterly duties. 

Marinieves was unable to move her body or talk, but her eyes kept 
their brilliance and an extraordinary stare. She followed Desire with her gaze. 
Sometimes at dawn, her eyes would get wet, and tears would fall down her 
cheeks. Then Desire would be very frightened, she got hysterical and to calm 
her, she put Marinieves in the bathtub and washed her head with the handheld 
shower. 

Other times Marinieves remained with her eyes closed and barely a 
thread of breath for hours or for days. No matter how much Desire injected her 
with stimulants, she didn't react. It was then that her mother seemed most 
beautiful to Desire. The features of Marinieves face acquired a magnificent 
and unreal serenity. Desire never tired of looking at her, passing her fat dirty 
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finger over the corners of her mouth, over the perfect and intricate delineation 
of her ear. 

One day a young woman in jeans and a black turtleneck sweater 
knocked on the door and said she was a social worker and was making a report 
for Social Security. Desire tried to throw her out, but the young woman was 
obstinate, and she got into the apartment--even into the kitchen. She saw 
everything: the mountain of dirty clothes, bags of trash, boxes full of empty 
cans, hypodermic syringes, dirty cotton balls, piles of medicine. At first Desire 
wanted to explain to her that her mother was ill, and she was taking care of 
everything by herself with a shitty pension, but the woman wasn't listening to 
her. She took out a phone and requested an ambulance. Then she dialed 
another number and talked to the police, Desire was sure that it was the police. 
When the young woman was bending over taking Marinieves pulse, Desire 
couldn't resist it and hit her on the head with the blender. The social worker 
fell over the bed. Desire looked at her without knowing what to do. She feels 
her mouth dry and pasty and a sharp pain in her stomach. She needs to eat 
something. Her teeth chatter: begging for something to chew. She’s 
suffocating. She opens the balcony, takes a deep breath, and almost 
effortlessly embraces all of the air and it fills her mouth. In this final flight, 
between the fifteenth floor and the black ground, for the first time, for an 
instant, she feels herself light and free. 
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THE STRENGTH OF THE SEX 


I realized I was heterosexual when I was thirteen years old. I enjoyed 
being with my friends’ brothers more than with my friends. I also stared at the 
older boys who got on and off the bus. Every time one got on that I liked, I 
would sit up in my seat, I who always went along a little bent over in order to 
hide some stupid lumps that had been growing on my front from night to day, 
that move by themselves and bounce every time I run. 

There was a man who always boarded the bus at the bus stop at San 
Diego off Leon, who made my blood boil and my heart beat in a shameful 
manner. He was tall, dark haired and he looked like Brad Pitt, who was the 
best of the best at that time. 

The girls in my class regard Madonna or Alaska like a motorcycle. 
Estela's weirdness includes the fact that she would drink the wind from Julia 
Roberts. But in general, one who was definitely genuine was Rosy de Palma, 
who is the epitome of sexiness and physical beauty. For me, as I already said, 
all of those left me feeling indifferent. The one I liked was Brad Pitt, but 
naturally I hid it, and it didn't occur to me to tell any of my more or less 
friends or anyone from my family even less. So that I didn't annoy them I 
acted like I loved Sigourney Weaver. And I had a poster of her and a gorilla in 
my bedroom. I like the little beasts a lot more than her, whom I find repugnant. 

The man who always gets on at Diego at Leon must be almost thirty 
years old, so he is very, very old. He never looked at me. He looked at the 
conductor, who always used to be the same: a large type with an enormous 
potbelly that spilled over the steering wheel. 

But one day he sat next to me, and I thought something was going to 
happen. He smelled like sweat warmed over with a touch of sublime rancid 
onion and a hint of poorly digested fried garlic that drove me crazy. However, 
instead of looking at me carrying a mini-tray on the middle of my thigh, he did 
nothing more than watch a fifteen year old who was sitting across the aisle 
wearing hiking boots for walking in the forest and some shorts which were full 
of pockets and zippers. He was blonde from a bottle with a hanging lower lip 
that dribbled saliva and a mauve nose full of colored grains. 

At seventeen, one day I decided to put a blanket around my head and 
enter a bar with hetero ambiance, which I heard existed near New Pueblo. 
Heavenly saints, I never would have imagined what I found there: men and 
women of all classes, ages and conditions, getting their share of tranquility in 
pairs, boy and girl, without dissimulation, completely liberated and without 
complications, laughing and having a bomb. First, I was approached by a 
smiling man, but he looked a lot like my father and I didn't like that at all, 
honestly. But later, a kid my age came who was like a train. He kept 
persistently looking at the size of my chest. His name was Victor, and he had a 
marvelous smile and a way of talking that tickled me. He called me "basket" 
and "junk" and that made me feel like a thousand per hour. In the basement, 
where the restrooms were, I let him put it in. And the truth is that I almost died 
from the shock, the emotion and the pain, because I still was a virgin and not 
only in the astrological sense. 
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Later, Victor took me home and we spent two or three hours on a 
bench on the deserted street kissing and talking and recounting movies and 
television series we had seen. 

My parents were very annoyed, because Victor called me on the 
telephone almost every day and we spent hours talking and saying stupid 
things that they couldn't understand since we were talking in code. I continued 
going out with my friends to hide it, but I spent almost all of the time with 
Victor. We went to bars and places on the outskirts of town that were 
especially for hetero couples. And I never could have imagined the number of 
caverns there were with that ambiance in the city. 

One day my mother asked me directly, "Rebeca, tell me the truth: do 
you like men? You can tell me sweetheart because I'm very liberal and I don't 
have prejudices about anything. But I want to know, because I've also had 
enough of your father giving me the fly treatment. You know how intransigent 
she is." 

“Well, frankly Mama, if you want to me to tell you the truth, I think 
that I am heterosexual and I like guys a heap. I think I might be that way, 
Mama, but I can't help it. Obviously, I have assumed it and waited for you to 
be sufficiently understanding so that you would assume it too." 

My mother began to whine. 

"I knew it. I knew it. Just the other day, your father told me he was a 
little worried because you weren't interested in any girl nor a stable 
relationship with a girlfriend. Your father, Manolita, is obsessed with having a 
grandson via test tube or by artificial insemination. She has the idea that it will 
be Chinese. She has been watching you very closely over the years and each 
year Manolita gets stranger and more capricious." 

"Mama between you and me, Papa is a wally. Since I can have a son 
by having sex, it's pure stupidity to have one by artificial insemination." 

"But Rebeca, admit that the way you are going will make it difficult to 
have sex with a Chinese man." 

"I tell you, there are Chinese men up to the point of a shovel in 
Valladolid. But that's not the problem, rather in order to have sex with a guy 
he has to like you." 

"Daughter, don't give me details, I mean it. I have enough with what I 
have. Your father only wants the best for you." 

"That's a lie. The only thing that's important to her is what people will 
say and what the neighbors and her co-workers think. I am no more important 
than a dirty whore. Manolita only worries about my brother Jonathan who 
lives with what it means to be repugnant, which is Josemi, but Manolita adores 
him." 

My mother had stopped crying and was drinking a beer. 

"Why don't you tell me everything, eh?" 

"What do you want me to tell you Mama? I don't know. They’re very 
intimate things which, for the most part, you are not going to understand I like 
men and I like nearly everything about them--their skin, their smell, their 
voice." 

"And which do you like the most the hairy ones or the smooth ones?" 
"Mama, please." 
"I'm going to confess one thing to you, but you must promise 
never to tell your father. Promise me Rebeca." 
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"I promise." 

"Good, well although it may seem like a lie to you, I also took my first 
steps in heterosexuality. You know? I had an affair with a coworker when I 
was a cashier in Pryca, but later they replaced me with a robot. Good, well 
there was a guy who put the prices on the cans, who had arms covered with 
black hairs (I asked you before because I love hairiness) and large hands, a 
black ponytail and some white teeth which made me lose my head and set me 
on fire down below. He also liked me. So then one day it happened, that which 
had to happen, and it was incredible. The bad thing was that everyone in the 
world found out and I was a terrible embarrassment since he was married to a 
manager. They transferred me from that branch and sent me to the other side 
of the province. They didn't accuse me of sexual harassment because the truth 
was he was nice and said that it had been him and not I who made the first 
advances. Rebeca, I say this because I understand you. I know how you feel, 
sweetheart. And let it be clear that, although I am very happy with Manolita, 
your father, of course I want the same for you, and I am going to defend you if 
you are happy with one man or with several." 

"Thanks Mama. I knew that you would understand me. You are a sun." 

"I saw a little program on T.V. where there were heterosexuals men 
and women with their parents talking about their experiences. And I think that 
there is an association for heterosexuals and the parents of heterosexuals, 
which meets to provide moral support and resolve sociological problems and 
stuff like that. Just imagine, if I had a fly behind my ear that noted the 
telephone number, just in case. But I had an intuition or something. anyway, 
you already know that I write down all the telephone numbers that they give 
on T.V. I should have it here." 

My mother grabbed a notebook and began to flip through the pages. 

"Let's see: Against Alzheimer, alcoholism...perfect legs, stucco without 
work...deaf mutes...Defense of the Brown Bear...The Garlic Club...those who 
don't support television...colds...here it is: The Center for the Rehabilitation of 
Heterosexuals." 

"But, Mama, I don't want to be rehabilitated. I think I am going to be a 
heterosexual for my whole life. I have perfectly adapted to it. I already told 
you." 

"No, no, sorry. That is another one. Look: The Duke of Lugo's 
Heterosexual Society of Spain: I think they have done a lot by promoting 
nondiscrimination of heterosexuals and that's very good." 

"Good, look Mommie, what I want is to live in tranquility with Victor 
or with whoever it might be and to forget history." 

"But daughter dear, you have no idea what you will suffer in today's 
world by being openly heterosexual. Come on, they won't accept you in many 
places and you will have to hide and constantly pretend. Not to mention, how 
am I going to tell Manolita, with her being a hardcore lesbian and having such 
fixed ideas." 

"That's your problem. I don't care about that. If Manolita accepts it, 
good and if not, adios, good-bye." 

"That's what you say now, when you are young, but when you’re a 
little older, then you will see. I have seen old heterosexual couples and that the 
most pathetic thing in existence. And on the subject of children, how do you 
think you will resolve it?" 
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"It's simple, by fucking." 

"Shut up! What an aberration. And how are you going to raise them? 
So that they will be heterosexuals? Just imagine what sort of thing could be 
more shocking than children who grow up seeing a man and a woman in the 
house. Rebeca, my legs tremble from just thinking about it." 

"So don't think Mama. Accept me as I am and don't think." 

"Yes, daughter, yes. You have all the reasons. Finally and in the end, 
you are my daughter, thought you may be heterosexual. What am I going to 
do? Will I have to eat all of the blame? My Goddess, where did I fail you? 
What is it that I did wrong? What error did I unknowingly commit?" 

"Mama please, don't start." 
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WHEN GOD CREATED WOMAN HE MUST HAVE BEEN JOKING 


When Optalidon was normally sold in the pharmacy, Ester’s 
life was easy. 

She rises every morning at 6:15am, before her husband Aurelio’s 
alarm clock goes off. In the bathroom she washes her face and armpits, 
brushes her teeth, and rinses her mouth out with Listerine. The strong 
bittersweet and metallic taste wakes her up completely and puts her in orbit. 
She brushes her short graying hair energetically, but ever since her forty-third 
birthday, not excessively. If she has made love with Aurelio the night before, 
she washes down below in the bidet. But that happens each time with less 
frequency, fortunately, and moreover given that she puts it off so long that she 
finally falls asleep, she almost always prefers washing just after making love 
with her husband, while he snores ostentatiously. 

Afterwards, she puts on clean panties, the snug bra for her now 
drooping bits, a blue wool skirt with a zipper in the back and a sweater, also 
blue, but a little lighter, with huge shoulder pads, because they make her look 
a little taller. Then she takes her gold earrings: two small hoops, from the shelf 
and puts them in the holes in her ear lobes. She puts her watch and a copper 
anti-rheumatic pain bracelet on her left wrist. And finally, Ester applies a 
hydrating, anti-wrinkle, nourishing creme with active liposomes to her face 
with little pats. She leaves the bathroom and goes quickly to the kitchen. 

Before throwing away the water and the coffee in the coffee maker, 
she takes an Optalidon. As it goes down her throat, the orange-colored pill 
leaves a sweet taste on the base of her palate. That trail of barely perceptible 
taste connects her to life, the world, reality. With diligence and even a certain 
happiness she begins setting the kitchen table for the family breakfast: a big 
cup for Aurelio’s coffee with milk, a mug for Lito’s hot cocoa and a large 
glass for Juanito’s milk. She removes the donuts and muffins from their boxes 
and places them on a platter in the center of the table. She adds paper napkins, 
spoons, and heats the milk. 

Without fail, the alarm clock sounds. Nonetheless, the insistent and 
disconnected repetitive and a bit hysterical alarm almost always startles her. 
Then she hears Aurelio’s hoarse, phlegmatic cough, the slamming of the 
bathroom door and the groan of the electric coffee maker announcing the end 
of its task, which was to filter coffee. 

“Mamaaa!!” 

Plus, the fatidic repetition of Lito’s calls for his mother to help him 
dress, wash up, and face the real world. Lito is thirteen years old, but he still is 
a boy, a matter which worries Aurelio too much, ‘At his age I already had hair 
on all of my parts and an uncle’s voice; I had breakfast with anisette and I had 
thrown my cousin Sole several times.’ 

During breakfast, there were complaints, reproaches, caprices, 
plans, exigencies, threats. 

“Lito, drink your coco, you’re going to get to school late.” 

“T don’t have an appetite for it; I don’t want to go to school.” 
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“If you don’t drink that coco, I’m going to throw it over your 
head and give you two quick punches.” 

“Aurelio, don't start, that's not any way to treat the boy.” 

“This boy is effeminate, I tell you. I haven’t found my boots. Where 
are they?” 

“T took them to the shoe repair shop for new heels, they were worn out. 
They told me that they’ll be ready tomorrow.” 

“Well, today I have to make a delivery for the factory, and I need them. 
I must go to Toledo, collect the merchandise, and haul it so Ill return late.” 

“And where are you going to have dinner?” 

“T’ll have dinner with Emilio, somewhere, any place.” 

“And last night, where were you? Lito was waiting for you to help him 
do his homework.” 

“We had to make a delivery in Tarancon. And afterwards we got in a 
traffic jam. And about the homework, it’s your job. We already agreed on 
that.” 

“T shit on God; I have run out of tobacco. Lito, go down to the bar and 
bring up a pack of Ducados, uncle.” 

“No, he’s not going to go downstairs for anything, Aurelio, that boy 
has to go to school.” 

“But if it takes a minute, what a cunt. Ester, don’t contradict me, that 
truly sets me off.” 

“T’Il go down Aurelio. The boy is a minor and they won’t give him the 
tabacco.” 

“You act like a wally. You’re turning him into a woman, ‘they’re not 
going to give him tobacco’, I shit on the mother who. . . go on, leave it. I'll go. 
It’s just that this is the worst milk, ‘don’t hit him’, I’m the only one who 
works here and on top of that, you all treat me like trash. I shit in the milk that 
they have given us.” 

After the door slams, there is silence, an oppressive silence. Nothing 
like you see on the breakfasts on the series they show on television. 

Ester sits down in Aurelio's chair: it is still hot. 

"Papa has gone off and it's your fault, because you wouldn't let me go 
down to get him the Ducados." 

"Let's see if I'm going to slap you, you know. Come on, go away to 
school." 

"Don't yell at me, I have to finish this cocoa." Ester stands up and takes 
another Optalidon. 

"What do you take that pill for?" 

"For stress." 

"I want one." 

"Go to school Lito! You aren't going? Would you prefer for me to take 
you there by the ear?" 

Then comes the struggle with Juanito, but it is simple and even 
gratifying. Juanito is a happy child, smiling and affectionate. He likes it when 
they kiss and squeeze him. And he laughs at everything. He has smiling little 
brown eyes. He doesn’t talk or hear. He communicates with touch. He made 
strange sounds and his laugh is also unusual. The silence, which surrounds and 
envelopes Ester when she is with Juanito, makes her uneasy and anxious. She 
bathes and dresses him, feeds him breakfast and carries him to the specialist 
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center. Everyday Ester is blessed by the good fortune that the center had 
accepted him for very little money and that it was so close to the house. In 
exchange, Ester cleans up in the afternoons. 

Ester realized Juanito was deaf mute just after he was born. He was a 
beautiful and healthy baby, a bit of a crybaby and very sleepy headed. But he 
didn't hear voices or loud noises. First it was a suspicion, then after six months, 
a horrible certainty. The trips to the doctors and specialists, the interminable 
tests. The failure of their hopes and the difficulty in understanding the 
situation. Aurelio didn’t cut a hair in declaring, affirming, and swearing that it 
might have been best if Juanito had not been born or if he had been born dead. 
He even soberly swore that had he known it beforehand he would have 
strangled him with his own hands right after his birth. The first four years 
were terrible, because Aurelio drank like a vat, he was never in the house and 
when he was, he was aggressive. Ester was afraid that some day he truly might 
kill Juanito in the height of drunkenness. Aurelio threw the blame for Juanito’s 
defect on her, but she knew Aurelio felt he was guiltier, nevertheless she felt 
the same way. One of Aurelio’s sisters--there were four—was Mongoloid and 
had died at eighteen. An uncle of his was epileptic and her very own father 
had spouted madness his whole life, until he died from throwing himself into a 
dry swimming pool. 

Ester never dared to ask the doctors if it could have been because of 
the Optalidon. Four more than eight years she had been taking five, six, seven 
pills a day. However, her friend Concha took ten a day and she had a precious 
and perfectly normal girl shortly after Juanito was born. Concha was the one 
who advised Ester about Optalidon. A doctor had recommended it to her for 
menstrual pain. It was good for everything and if they sold it freely in the 
pharmacies and the doctor recommended it...it couldn’t be bad. Of course, the 
good thing, the truly good thing, the thing which starts you like a motorcycle 
was the Bustaid. During the day she devotes herself to doing a thousand things, 
she surrenders nothing to laziness: painting the house, repairing a chair, 
making a dress from a Burda pattern, cooking pastries, washing, ironing, 
visiting relatives. In effect, you could eat any little thing, and never be hungry. 
You lose weight incredibly quickly and you feel fantastic, full of energy. You 
never need to sleep, nor do you get too lazy to go to the cinema at night or to 
go to bed very late in order to finish a sweater for Lito or to mend Aurelio’s 
pants. 

They stopped taking Bustaid since Concha fainted so often. One day 
Concha collapsed on the street and hit her head on the curb. She had almost 
been on the point of breaking her neck. But still worse, at the hospital they 
discovered she had pernicious anemia and she had to stay confined for two 
months. She spent a long time in the intensive care unit. And, on top of that 
she had depression and the feeling that she didn’t want to do anything and an 
appalling sadness. The doctors said it was all due to the anemia. 

But Ester suspected that the Bustaid had been at fault for everything. 
That’s precisely why, when what happened to Conch happened, she felt very 
scared and stopped taking the pills. She was afraid of the sadness, the constant 
tiredness, the incapacity to do things, including think. There were 
consequences from those pills or from their absence. And it wasn’t that Ester 
would think very much, but when one remains gazing at the washing and is 
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unable to remember what it is that one must put on the line, you begin to 
worry. 

One day, she accompanied Concha to the doctor because Concha was 
having migraines, plus she thought she was pregnant after missing her period 
twice. The doctor recommended that she take Optalidon for the migraines, and, 
in passing he told her not to worry herself: she was not pregnant, she only had 
a fleeting hormonal disorder. A few weeks later Concha went away to live in 
another city, in the north, because her husband, who was employed by a large 
department store, had been promoted to a district boss with a better salary. 
Ester began to take Optalidon too, and although she seldom had a headache 
and she had a period she almost didn’t notice. She began to feel better, more 
animated, and better disposed. This included days when she found herself in a 
very good mood and contented, and then at night she would be affectionate to 
Aurelio in bed. And he would grumblingly give her a screw like he was giving 
it to any stranger, yet without the least interest and without the least affection. 
But Aurelio had always been like that. 

During the months that she was so depressed and disillusioned, she 
pretended she had a headache or she was tired or didn’t feel well every time 
Aurelio made an advance, and the truth was that Aurelio would carry on 
without caring. He wouldn’t insist, nor would he try to convince her or 
anything. With that, Ester would stay on one side of the bed, relieved and on 
the other hand, crushed. After Juanito was born, they had only done it a couple 
of times, and he was always drunk, he took a mountain of time to finish, and 
he was a pain. 

The third Optalidon of the day has a habit of falling at lunchtime. She 

would have finished the housework, done the shopping and prepared food for 
Lito, Juanito and herself. Aurelio always ate at some cheap diner next to the 
garage. Generally, it was soup, pasta or fillets with french fries or some 
vegetables. After she washes the plates and makes herself a Nescafe, her 
whole body goes into a stupor and has some terrifying desires to send 
everything to shit. Lito would return to the garage with his father or to his 
uncle’s store, a spare auto parts business four blocks away. Ester and Juanito 
went to the specialist center for deaf mutes, which was a few hundred meters 
away, on the first floor above the cigar store. The silence which reigned in that 
house which held more than thirty children between seven and ten years old 
was frightful, still he had some of the best help from Ernesto and Candida, a 
married deaf-mute couple, who had obtained money from the Education and 
Community Department to set up the center. The only voice she would hear 
was Susana’s, a young psychiatrist, who assisted with the kid’s education too. 
She had an Argentinean accent and was in the habit of talking forcefully and 
loudly so the children could understand her or in asking Ester for something. 
The advantage for Ester was that she could run the vacuum cleaner or sing 
while she mopped, since neither the children nor Ernesto, nor Candida were 
bothered by the noise. The noise from the street, with its infernal traffic and 
horns from the cars and motorcycles bothered no one. 
Ester felt satisfied there, knowing Juanito was in good hands, cared for, and 
attended to in a world of silence, a world of gestures and touches. In three 
years Juanito had learned how to read and write. The truth is, he grew 
charming and affectionate, and he was the best thing since bread. 
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At eight o’clock, the two of them would leave for the house. Juanito 
would start to read or paint in his room and do his homework. Lito also arrived 
around that hour, sometimes with his father and other times alone or with 
some friend. He went into his room, saying that it was in order to do his 
homework, but Ester knew that it was to listen to music, put on the radio or 
look at porn magazines that he carried in his backpack and masturbated to. 
After she gives the boys dinner the funk permeates her again. If Aurelio is 
there, it is because he comes back with new complaints: the soup is bland, let’s 
see if you remember to pay the gas bill tomorrow, that boy is a capricious 
woman, this Christmas vacation we aren't going to the village, I have to work, 
I have to pay the bills for your new washing machine and at Christmas there is 
lots of work, my sister told me that you don’t want to lend her the meat 
grinder, you have a grudge against my sister, she’s a saint, etc., etc. If Aurelio 
wasn’t there, the silence and the sadness embraced her until it made her cry. 
That was why she took the fourth Optalidon and if it was taken with a Nescafe 
with milk, it was more effective. After dinner, she watches television for a 
while with the children. Juanito immediately falls asleep with this head resting 
on his knees. She and Lito argue about the program that they want to watch. 
They never come to a unanimous agreement and Lito always wins because 
Ester is bored arguing with a thirteen-year-old child. On television they only 
really like movies, however they don’t understand most of them very well. 
Still, she focusses on the actresses’ hairstyles, how they dress and what 
furniture is in the houses and kitchens. Lito likes sports and programs about 
girls who run away from home and turn up raped and strangled in a ditch. 

When Aurelio does not come for dinner, he usually arrives at home 
around twelve-thirty or one am. From a distance, she would notice that he had 
been drinking; he never looks her in the eye and he goes straight to the 
bedroom to bed. From the bathroom he would ask Ester to bring him a glass of 
water. Then without saying anything, he goes to bed and immediately falls 
asleep. If Ester wants to say something to him, she will have to stay on alert 
and tackle Aurelio the moment he comes through the door. If not, it was futile 
to try to wake Aurelio up or to initiate a conversation with him. He is not 
human until the next day when the alarm clock sounds. 

One bad day, Ester went to the pharmacy to buy her Optalidon, 
children’s aspirin, mercurochrome, and cough syrup. The pharmacist 
announced that they had discontinued Optalidon. She was left so surprised that 
she was incapable of asking why or requesting a similar item. In another 
pharmacy, a clerk told her in a voice worn out from repeating the same thing 
for the umpteenth time, “On account of it containing barbiturates, the 
Optalidon formula has been considered dangerous to one’s health by the 
ministry of Health.” 

Ester went to all the pharmacies in the neighborhood, including ones in 
other neighborhoods and they all gave her the same answer and the same 
explanation. 

She had heard talk on the television and radio about the damage 
heroin and cocaine was causing juveniles from certain neighborhoods. She 
knew there were kids who took drugs and injected themselves. Not far from 
her house, the son of the owner of the Little Lamp bar, which is next to her 
front gate, drove his parents crazy with his drug addiction. But she never heard 
anything about Optalidon. And due to a strange fear mixed with guilt, she does 
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not dare to discuss it with the porter or her sister-in-law, nor with Merche, the 
woman from the produce store who is enough of a friend. 

On the following day, she awakens as always, before the alarm clock 
goes off. She bathes, dresses, and searches the whole house to see if there are 
some pills forgotten in the bottom of a box, or in the pockets of her jackets and 
coats, in her purses, in the shopping bags, in the kitchen drawers, the bags of 
vegetables, under the furniture, in the Tupperware in the refrigerator, in the ice 
cubes. She removes her perfectly stored summer clothes from the tall 
wardrobe in the hallway and carefully examines them crease by crease, pocket 
by pocket. Nothing. The Optalidon has disappeared from the face of the Earth. 
It does not exist. It has evaporated without leaving a trace, like the dinosaurs. 
That morning breakfast is not ready when Aurelio and Lito arrive in the 
kitchen. 

“What happened?” Aurelio asks in amazement at seeing the house 
turned feet up. 

“Nothing, I’ve lost something, and I can’t find it.” 

“And you can’t look for it later? The boy and I are without breakfast.” 

“Today, there is no breakfast. Go down to the bar and have breakfast 
there.” 

“You are sick in the head. What have you lost?” 

“T’ve lost a thousand duros bill.” 

“Keep searching for it until you find it, because if you have lost a 
thousand duros with the effort I make in earning it, that’s going to be the last 
one you see, you hear me, Ester? Come on Boy, let’s go downstairs and have 
breakfast.” 

Then she cries hysterically as she puts everything back in place. She 
feels drowsy and is in a bad mood the entire day. She quarrels with the 
psychiatrist who tells her she cannot move the papers on the table. She 
answers badly and goes away crying into the kitchen. There she purposely 
breaks a coffee cup by flinging it on the floor with all the bad milk she has in 
her body. 

She has not done the shopping nor the ironing, neither has she 
vacuumed. When she gives the children lunch, she throws the accumulated 
cups in a drawer in the pantry. She spends her mornings in the house searching, 
now without faith, for some forgotten pill. She does not mend torn clothing; 
she tosses it directly into the trash. The dirty clothes accumulate in the laundry 
hamper until it overflows. Despite the November cold, she walks around 
without panties because the two or three that she has were torn and she prefers 
to go with her legs bare than to wear ones with runs and holes. She cleans the 
center hastily and at a run, wanting above all to complete it with the 
superficial neatness she has always employed in scrubbing everything 
thoroughly: conscious of being responsible to the children’s need for an 
authentic and outstanding hygiene. But now she is tired, disinterested, and 
unmotivated. Ester only wants to finish as soon as possible so she can sit in a 
chair in the kitchen thinking about how disgraceful it is and waiting for 
Juanito’s classes to end so the two of them can walk home. 

She starts smoking Ducados, which are cheaper and stronger, so 
Aurelio will not notice the strange odor. However, at any rate, each time 
Aurelio notices fewer things. You could say he already does not notice that 
she and the children exist. He does not even spend the weekends with them. 
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He always has a delivery to make or a problem to solve outside of the city. So 
she goes by herself on the subway and on the bus with the children to visit 
Aurelio's mother and to endure his sister Concha, who is pretentious in both 
volume and spine. She never lowers her heels, as if that makes her seem taller 
or less stout and she even wears shoulder pads in her apron. They spent the 
entire meal criticizing her: Ester, you must depilate your mustache with wax; 
Ester, have them give you a permanent; Ester, how come you don't wear a 
necklace or a pendant sometimes; Ester, you must give Lito vitamins he has 
red in the white of his eyes; Ester, why isn't Juanito making any progress at 
that center you take him to, what a pity, my God, a deaf mute boy. 

She starts drinking alcohol too. At first a timid swallow of cooking 
wine from the carafe, to see how it is. Then she purchases a wine which is a 
little more expensive and drinks it in the bathroom where she stores the bottle 
in the dirty clothes hamper. Aurelio never puts his clothes in the hamper. He 
always leaves them on the floor, so it is a secret place. The weak wine makes 
her feel good, less depressed, happier, and more animated. At the Center, she 
hides the bottle in the cleaning cabinet. But it is not an absolutely safe place, 
because one afternoon, Susan, the psychiatrist, goes into the kitchen and walks 
straight to the cabinet for the broom, as she had broken her coffee cup. Susan 
is clumsy; you have to be careful with her, everything falls out of her hands. 
At least at that moment, Ester is there finishing up putting things away and 
avoids having Susana put her nose in the cleaning cabinet. From that day on, 
she transfers the wine into an empty lye bottle, that way no one would dare 
touch it. 

She also begins eating at all hours. She is bored with eating with the 
children, recently Aurelio hardly ever has dinner or lunch at home. 
Consequently, Ester spends the day pecking at snacks: potato chips, chocolate 
bars, and such. A little while after Opalidon disappears from her life, her 
period stops. When she first misses it, she is terrified. She thinks she has 
gotten pregnant. She goes down like an arrow to the pharmacy and buys a 
pregnancy test. When she returns, as she rides up in the elevator, she realizes it 
has been more than three months since Christmas, now it is already spring, 
and she hasn’t had sex with Aurelio. One night she had watched a movie on 
television with a very passionate theme and she had made hay, but no one has 
ever become pregnant from that. Anyway, she performs the test with the 
predictor, and it comes out clear, of course. She does it again the next day, just 
in case and because she likes the little emotion she feels while she waits for 
the color to change. The memory of having experienced an emotion, even if it 
was a small one, gets lost in the night in these times. She does the test a third 
time, but then she imagines the truth: her period has simply stopped. Now that 
had not been a mystery. 

Each time Aurelio is more absent. And each time it is less important to 
her. She has grown accustomed to his constant absence. 

Now and then on the nights when Aurelio comes straight home, Ester 
feels annoyed and uncomfortable. In order to face the habitual reproaches and 
criticisms, she goes into the bathroom and sneaks a swig of wine, and then she 
feels better. She can even enjoy her husband's jokes. 

"Juanito, you bastard son of a whore, have you sounded the melons? 
Touch my balls!" Aurelio often says with the intention of making his son 
laugh. 
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"Aurelio, for God's sake, what things to say to a child," Ester retorts as 
she scours the pan used to fry the sardines. 

"But if he is deaf, he doesn't know what I'm saying. Look how he 
laughs, the bastard, dirty bastard..." 

"Just so you know, he understands everything. Later he goes to the 
Center and repeats all of those bad words. Then they complain to me, because 
they think I have taught him that." 

Aurelio always leaves the money for the household underneath a box 
of cookies: without fail. In the neighborhood stores Ester hears the women 
complaining about their husbands dying at the hour of paying up. She does not 
need to complain; lately Aurelio leaves even more than may have been 
considered reasonable. Without failing once. And that causes her think Aurelio 
is a good guy and a responsible father, so she feels guilty. 

At seventeen, Lito announces that he does not want to continue 
studying and that he is going to start a job at his uncle's auto repair shop. 
Aurelio gives him two punches: that night he is truly drunk. Lito grabs an 
onion knife. He tells his father he is a shit, and he is going to slice him from 
head to foot. Aurelio takes out a pack of Ducados and offers his son a 
cigarette; Lito throws down the knife, selects a smoke, and sits back down at 
the table. 

"Right, now you're an uncle with all of your whiskers, so you can do 
whatever your dick leads you to do, you bastard." Aurelio tells him. 

When the shock passes, Ester goes into the bathroom and drinks half 
the bottle of wine. The vision of her son with the knife in his hand, the chair 
on the floor and above all, the expression of admiration, which had been in 
Aurelio's eyes, had immediately put her on the verge of panic. She wants to 
scream, but she cannot even breathe. She examines herself in the mirror before 
she exits bathroom. She has gained weight. Her face looks like bread cooked 
in a village; her eyes sunk in a mountain of flesh. Oh, if she only had an 
Optiladon on hand, everything would be different. Her life would be 
something else, something controlled, stable, and tranquil. 

One day, Aurelio's sister appears at the house. It has been a long time 
since Ester had heard anything about her. Concha is extremely well dressed, in 
a plaid jacket with shoulder pads that go from here to Lima. Her large mouth 
is painted a brilliant red and perfectly outlined in pencil in a slightly darker 
shade. She wears heels so high they give Ester vertigo and resonate on the 
kitchen's clay floor. 

"I was passing by here and I said, I am going to see how Ester is 
getting on. I haven't seen you in a long time. 

"Would you like a coffee or something?" 

"I would prefer a beer." 

Beer is in style, like buying things with initials on them or sweaters 
with jeweled borders. For Ester however, beer does nothing, it makes her feel 
bloated and does not have any effect on her. 

"How’s Juanito?" 

"Fine, very fine. He's usually here in the morning, but today he has 
gone to the Center to rehearse. They're preparing a performance for the end of 
the course." 

"What performance would that be? They're deaf mutes, aren't they?" 
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"Yes, but they dance, play instruments and perform a mime routine, 
you know without words." 

"Oh, of course, naturally. What a disgrace! See how well you bear it. I 
have never, ever heard any complaint from you." 

"Juanito is very intelligent, much more than Lito and me and..." 

"And my brother. Don't cut yourself off. ‘If I know it’--of course, I 
know it." 

Ester is suddenly surprised that her sister-in-law Concha may make a 
blunder like the ones which come out on daytime TV. Maria Teresa didn't 
know so many, she had never noticed it before this morning. Perhaps it is 
because Concha’s voice sounds strange now. She usually talks in a different 
manner with a more affected precision. 

"If you want me to tell you the truth, about that, I came to tell you 
about Aurelio. To think that we have always gotten along very well, well it 
also is the truth that I have nothing against you, very far from it. And the case 
is that, well, so you'll see, see how I tell you, the case is that anyway these are 
the things." 

It is difficult for Ester to follow what Concha is saying. She watches 
the enormous shoulder pads, the moving vermilion lips, the dangling 
extremely high heels. Concha has crossed her legs and is moving one foot so 
that it dances in the air. Ester recalls the sweetish taste of the Optalidon pills as 
they passed along the back of her palate towards her throat. 

"Do you mind if I serve you a little wine?" Ester offers as she rises and 
brings the bottle out of the pantry. That time had passed, now she no longer 
hid it. 

"Oh, daughter, how is it going to make me tell you? Well, like I 
said...Good, well that Aurelio wants a divorce. Like you heard." 

Ester gazes at the bottom of the Duralex glass, which came with the 
package of chicken broth. Now she has more than ten. Within three or four 
months, she will have twelve, the entire set. 

"Ester, are you listening to me? What Aurelio wants is a divorce. You 
and the boys will not lack anything, naturally. I swear it, and the other woman 
is ready to support whatever you demand because she wants to marry at any 
cost." 

Concha uncrosses her legs and puts her heels down on the clay floor. 
She removes a package of Marlboros and a cigarette from her initialed 
handbag. 

"Do you want one? Of course, you do not smoke." 

Ester grabs the cigarette. 

"Yes, yes, I smoke from time to time." 

She pours out a little more wine. 

"The other woman, how is she? Do you know her?" 

"Less badly, I think you might fall into poverty, my daughter. Very 
well, she is much younger than us. I am a year younger than you. In short, 
she's a secretary at a freight company. She must be about twenty-nine or thirty. 
And she has a girl who is a year old or so." 

"From Aurelio?" 

"No, from someone else. That's the drama. She's a single mother, but it 
seems now that she is pregnant and yes, of course it's from Aurelio, for that 
reason she wants to get married. I thought you knew about it." 
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Ester serves her wine again. Her first thought is that she will always have the 
bed all to herself. And the wardrobe and she will be able to have breakfast 
without having to wash up and dress beforehand. Neither will she have to 
wash any more boxer shorts, nor iron any more pants or shirts. Nor find hairs 
in the sink. 

"Anyway, that is the thing, my daughter. But don't you worry, because 
Aurelio is going to carry the weight perfectly for your necessities, until you 
remarry, naturally. 

Ester assents with her head. The fabulous high heels mark the rhythm 
of her hips as she approaches the refrigerator. Concha takes out another beer 
and the high heels return to the table. 

"Concha, you have everything. Don't you have it by chance?" 

"That's also what I wanted to tell you. You can ask me for what you 
want, and if I can help you, come on, don't doubt it." 

"You won't have an Optalidon." 

"Look Ester, I know this is hard, but you have to take it, well like a 
liberation. What do you want me to tell you? I have never married for this very 
reason, because you see, who can guarantee the man won't turn into a filthy 
swine after the marriage. All of my married friends have put on the horns or 
been abandoned. Maybe Aurelio is typical. Or maybe..." 

Finally, Concha departs, her heels clicking. The hour of going to the 
center is thrown at her. On the street, Ester’s first thought is that she is going 
to buy some high heel shoes, even if she can only wear them at home and 
experience the clicking sound in the kitchen, hallway, and vestibule. Tonight, 
she will pack all of Aurelio's clothes and things in bags and boxes, organizing 
everything. Tomorrow she will clean out the wardrobe and arrange all of her 
clothes, or even better, she will throw them away and buy herself new clothes 
from the discount stores. Also, she will go to the beauty salon and put herself 
on a regimen. Seriously, there was a very easy one in a magazine. And then, 
this summer, she will go on a trip with Juanito to any of those places they have 
very cheap offers on at the agency on the corner-- to somewhere exotic with 
the ocean, beaches. Hadn't Concha said they would not lack money? Well, 
take advantage of it. 

Ester arrives at the center. For the first time in a long while, she senses 
a special tingling in her body which closely resembles her memory of how it 
feels to be content. She goes straight to the cleaning cabinet, picks up her 
special bottle of lye and avidly drinks nearly half of it. The fire, which burns 
her insides, completely devours them and she falls to the floor before she can 
scream. The lye is truly lye. 


30 


BETTER ALONE 


As a teenager I enjoyed dancing a lot, as an adult too, but no one has 
taken me dancing for years. Nevertheless, if someone asked me to dance, I 
would refuse all around. To me there is nothing more pathetic than elderly 
people moving clumsily like rheumatic hippopotami. Above all at weddings, 
the ones who dance the most, often the only ones who dance are the elderly 
people. The teenagers at weddings prefer to talk or tell funny stories about 
their boyfriends and girlfriends or sing or play the fool. Anything short of 
dancing at the same time as their parents, grandparents, aunts, and uncles. 

The grown ups at weddings are shocked at how little inclination the 
teenagers have for dancing. And they say to one another, 'Yes, we know how 
to have a good time. The proof is that we are still having a good time. They 
must envy us because they see us dancing happily, yet they, the teenagers, 
need all kinds of paraphernalia like lights, drugs, and extravagant music to 
enjoy themselves." 

‘A shit. A dick like a stock pot.’ And that's how I answer my 
brother Ruben, at the wedding of our niece Sonia, the eldest daughter of our 
other brother German. All of adults throw themselves on the dance floor after 
eating themselves purple with langostinos and lamb and a sweet cake with 
some disgusting little pearls. 

"Let's go dance the two-step, "Ruben says to me, "to show them how to 
dance." 

"Leave me in peace. I don't dance. I don't want to make a fool of 
myself." 

"Well, when you were young, you used to like dancing a lot." 

"When I was young, I also liked to fuck and now you see." 

"What do you see between magnesia and bacon." 

"It's the magnesium with the gymnasium and the speed with the bacon, 
Ruben." 

"You don't have to fix it up, Sister. I'm not surprised you are more 
alone than one o'clock. You’re bitter like a movie." 

"I'm not bitter. You know why? Since my husband had the goodwill to 
leave me planted twenty years ago, I don't have to put up with the boredom, 
with anyone who pees outside of the bathroom toilet, or who occupies the 
middle of the bed, who interrupts my sleeping with snores, who tells me to 
shut up when I wish to talk, no one who gives me bad milk when dinner isn't 
the way he likes it, or tells me I spend too much money on the shopping or on 
whatever comes out of my ovaries. So, you can see how little bitter I am. 
That’s what I can't say to your Mrs., since she is my sister-in-law. Unless you 
leave me in peace and go away to dance with someone else little brother." 

And all of it is true. I married at 21. Paco was 23. He was the son of 
the proprietor of the stationery store, where I usually went to purchase office 
supplies for The White Day insurance company ('For the black days, insure 
yourself at The White Day'), where I worked as a stenographer, that's what 
they were called in that age of secretaries. One day Paco invited me to go to 
the movies and I recalled that we went to a cinema on Fuencarral Street to see 
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"The Backroom" which was very famous because an actress appeared 
completely nude in it. I don't remember her name, I believe it was Maria Jose 
Cantudo or something like that. The fact is we didn't see any of it, because 
Paco had started putting his hands on me and a fever entered us which 
impressed us both. We ran out of the cinema because he came. We caught a 
taxi to Moncloa and began to fuck in West Park like in a war. It was just as 
well that it was terribly cold, that we didn't have children or servants or 
chaperones, not even ants. 

The only thing Paco and I were interested in was fucking and it wasn't 
easy in that era and from what I pick up from the teenagers, it isn't very easy 
now either. Not to mention, at least then we didn't have to worry about that 
damned AIDS. We used a condom, but it was so I wouldn't be left pregnant. 
Now it's so one won't be left with a dead baby bird. The case is the condom is 
the best business of this century. 

Five months after we met, Paco's father had a heart attack and died. 
Paco inherited the stationary store. One summer afternoon after we had been 
given a share of the country house, Paco said why didn't we get married for 
nothing more than to be able to fuck with gusto. The two of us were dreaming 
about fucking in a bed like God commanded. We could go away to live in the 
house with his widowed mother so she would have the illusion of having some 
company. I told him to let me think about it for twenty-four hours; like I'd 
seen them do in the movies we never saw when we went to the movies. And 
he said to me, what the fuck do you have to think about. 

And I said (God, deep down I had an instinct), “Listen, I only said let 
me think about it.” 


I went home and told my mother, who at that moment was knitting a 
sock with four needles and handling them as if she wanted to hold down a bird 
that was fluttering and moving its feet. It made me very nervous to watch her 
knitting with four needles. "Mother, Paco asked me to marry him." 

My mother peered at me above her eyeglasses for seeing near, even 
though she had stopped seeing near too, from looking above the eyeglasses: I 
never knew why she used them. 

"Who is this Paco?" 

"Fuck, Mama I've been going out with Paco for five months and you 
don't know who he is. Don't act stupid." 

"The man from the stationary store whose mother died a little while 
ago?" 

"That one. You’ve seen him a thousand times because he comes by 
frequently to look for me. And it was his father who died." 

"Well, it seems like it would be good for you to marry him, since he 
has inherited the business. And it will suit you well to be married." 

"Why do you say it will suit me well to be married?" 

"Well because that way you will know how to manage a household, 
plan your finances so that you only go out on festival days, have a neat and 
tidy house, clean and ironed clothes, and to hang by the averages for how 
much you spend on the telephone and electricity bills. All of the things you 
don't worry about in this house." 

The needles continue moving and jumping one on top of the other. 
And I was beginning to get sick. 
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"Who are those gigantic socks for?" 

"They're for your brother Ruben for when he goes to ski in the 
mountains." 

"But it’s summer." 

"Well, that's why, dear daughter, I'm making them now for the winter." 

I was so irritated by my mother's cynicism that it escaped me, "The 
worst thing would be for Ruben to die before winter comes." 

My mother wants to stick those four needles in my heart. At least her 
legs were stiff, and she couldn't reach me, but her intention was very 
malignant. 

Good, well in a short time we were married. We went to the Canary 
Islands for our honeymoon. We didn't see anything since we spent the entire 
week fucking in distinctive rooms in different hotels on various islands. When 
we weren't traveling, we were fucking in the bed, on the floor, in the shower, 
on the bathtub, on the terrace, or eating --of course that was because we did it 
with a certain intensity as well. It included my fondness for Gofio, which is a 
miracle food. 

But when we returned to Paco’s mother’s house in Madrid, to, which 
was now mine, it transpired that I was absolutely amazed at how his witch of a 
mother called at all hours: 'Paquito, don't forget my chocolate.’ 'Paquito tell 
your sister to bring me a copy of "Hola!" when she comes.’ 'Paquito hurry up 
and go to the pharmacy for my pills, they're going to close on you.’ 'Paquito, 
tell your wife not to put so much salt in the food, my doctor has forbid me 
from having salt’. I felt like a fish out of water, stranger than a first 
communion dress. 

The worst or the most surprising thing was that the fever was gone. 
From the root. In one blow. We got into bed, laid back-to-back and slept like 
logs. And one day led to another. We would act as though no one realized it or 
was at fault or considered it important. I prayed everyday and every night that 
Paquito would not show an interest in wanting to fuck. And I suppose the 
same thing happened with him. We simply avoided each other. 


One night we went out to dinner with a friend of Paco and his wife. 
They were the same age as us and had been married for a short while. They 
did not stop exchanging endearments and silly things during the entire meal. 
They put pieces of velvet swimming crab meat in each others’ mouths and 
called each other "Little Bird" and "Little Turtledove"; while Paco I proceeded 
to drink wine, eat ham and seafood without daring to look at them or say 
anything. The four of us were totally wasted. We left the restaurant staggering 
and we were on the point of smashing into another car. Because, after leaving 
the doves at their house, Paco pulled away without looking--a total pill--and at 
that moment a passing car had to swerve so it didn't crush us. Thank God there 
wasn't any traffic at that hour of the night. If we had hit the other car, I would 
not be here to tell you, I would have been left like a fried egg. 

The case is that nothing happened, except for us being scared to death, 
especially me, since my legs were shaking when I entered the house. And 
since alcohol, among other things, loosens my tongue I said to Paco, "You 
were within a crack of killing me." 

"You're drunk. You don't know what you're saying." 

"I could be a little tipsy, but I know what I'm talking about." 
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"If you talk so loud, you're going to wake my mother up." 

"Your mother would not wake up even if the Seven Horsemen passed 
through here." 

I had started stripping in the bedroom. It was something I didn't usually 
do. I was accustomed to undressing in the bathroom. But another effect of 
wine on me is that it arouses my libido and causes my desire to vacillate. As 
soon as Paco saw I was half naked, he turned his head and concentrated on 
taking off his pants and boxer shorts with his back to me. 

"You have a divine ass," I said moving closer to him. 

"I don't know why you have to take on my mother and don't touch me 
because your hands are freezing cold," he said hurriedly, quickly pulling up 
his pajama bottoms. But I had already thrown myself on top of him and we fell 
sprawling to the floor. 

"May I know what happened to you," Paco tried to get up, but I was 
holding him, trying to get on top of him. 

"Come here Paco, a screw, come on, even though it will be quick, my 
love, come here." 

"I don't want to, I don't feel like it, leave me alone, please, not that, I 
told you. Fuck! Do you want to leave me in peace? Don't touch me there! 
Stop." 

"Okay, you don't want to fuck." 

"Well, no, I want to sleep. I'm tired and tomorrow I have to wake up 
early." 

"Tomorrow is Sunday Paquito." 

"I have to start doing the inventory and furthermore, it would be best 
for you to leave my balls alone and let me stand up now." 

"But what balls are you talking about. You are a coward and a 
dickhead." 

"Don't call me Paquito." 

"When your mother calls you that, you like it fine." 

He was dressing again, but he put his pants on without his underwear. 

"And now what are you doing?" 

"I'm going to sleep in another place, let's see if I can do it." 

"You're crazy. Where are you going to go?" 

With his shoes in his hand, he left the bedroom, but he was careful not 
to slam the door so he wouldn't wake his Mommy, of course. I was stark 
naked, so I put on a bathrobe and went after him. 

"Very well! Very nice! Go to the shitty whore, you bastard!" 

But all I heard was the front door closing. And later the elevator 
opened and closed. I ran to the bathroom, vomited everything I had for dinner 
and more. Afterwards, I fell asleep on top of the bed, still in my bathrobe. 

Paquito never returned. The baby left me there with his whore of a 
mother, who was not talking to me now. On top of that, she acted as if I had 
offended her or had done something to her. After three days, I made the 
welcome mat and returned to my mother's house, but now I couldn't stand her. 
So, I rented an apartment, because I was also presented with the opportunity-- 
which I grabbed in the air, to work at a car rental agency. 

I learned how to drive, how to work with computers and how to play 
the piano, because I made friends with a professor who gave classes to rich 
girls and boys on one of the lower floors. Due to my dear mother, I learned 
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how to fix faucets, paint walls and ceilings and install electric wiring. Come 
on, there was no do-it-yourself task that could resist me. 

Those first years weren't easy. Living alone is something I had never 
done before, and I never planned on the possibility of it happening. First, I was 
at home with my mother, father and three siblings, and then I was married. 
You tend to think you are going to spend all your life living and sharing with 
someone. And when reality presented itself, frankly I was a little surprised. 

Some of my friends, including my boring mother, never stopped telling 
me that this was a transition, that sooner or later I would find some man "fit 
and perfect” to grow old with. And at first, I also thought it, like it was 
something irremediable, like the way the cruel winter is succeeded by the 
spring and then the summer. But little by little, each day I felt better living 
alone, each day I discovered I did things which if I lived with someone else, I 
would have to stop doing. 

For example, on Sundays I didn't take off my pajamas. I did everything 
in my pajamas. I went down to buy a newspaper from the kiosk wearing a 
trench coat over my pajamas and a pair of dark glasses. I did not shower or 
wash up or comb my hair all day. There are things you can never do if you are 
living with someone. Sundays ended up feeling like any other day. 

If you live completely alone, you can have all the dressers and the 
bathroom as you want it or when it seems most convenient. The refrigerator 
too: you only have the things you like or you need. And if you're suddenly 
attacked by insomnia, you can turn on all the lights, fix yourself something to 
eat, take a bath or depilate yourself--if that appeals to you--without having to 
give an explanation. 

The only complication is the matter of sex. The guys who live alone 
come out like flies; all of the married ones pretend to throw themselves at you. 
And there are those who walk with lead feet around married people and more 
so if they are colleagues at work. Not for nothing, but it is frequent enough 
that when they see that you live alone and are charmed to have met them, it 
enters them like an itch to form a stable relationship with you. They want to 
try again; they let things fall, however distractedly, but with the same 
malignant intention as dogs that go urinating on the trees in the neighborhood. 

And then for those who love the way marriage organizes their lives, 
listen. You should do this, you shouldn't do that, and they believe they have 
the right to call you on the telephone when they are sad or drunk or are in a 
tight squeeze, at any hour of the day or night. They have a tendency to think 
that if you aren't married to anyone, you're at their disposal. You have to give 
them an effective cut. 

The recent divorcees are the worst, because they immediately want to 
pair up. They're terrified of living alone for a long time and since they see that 
you have ridden yourself from the whore's mother, they say to themselves this 
one is mine, she's going to solve my problem, plus she is not going to stick to 
me like a limpet. And they begin by coming to the house one afternoon to see 
a game on television and another day to see about sewing a button on a shirt 
and to teach you how to make a potato omelet. Once you realize it, they're 
asking you for a key so they can come to weed out the clumps of soil in the 
flowerpots while you're away on a trip. And then you are lost. 

So for all of those years, I was obliged to see them. I wanted to scare 
off the flies and keep them in line. I try to use them as much as possible, 
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sexually, I say. However, the truth is it is not easy, because instead of 
concentrating on fucking—and the ones I have known, quite frankly are very 
talented and affectionate—they distract themselves by saying wally things like 
"We were made for each other' or 'Never before have I made love like with 
you' and wet stuff of that caliber. 

Many people, well, almost the entire world has compassion for me: 
poor little thing, she's so lonely, what will become of her when she is older. 
And they invite me to their homes to give me human warmth or to introduce 
me to a brother-in-law who has been left widowed, so he can supposedly sink 
his long teeth into me with a discourse on the importance of the care and 
education of children and the incomparable joy that they produce. And I look 
at the children and say to myself: Get out of here you have merited nothing, 
besides enduring the cynicism of the parents whom you fell to, on account of 
them having had you. And in the kids' eyes I could see the almost unbearable 
wish to get their parents out of their sight, they don't see the day or the time. 

I do not want to say nice and sincere, civilized people don’t exist, they 
do. What happens is that I don't know them. I don't know where they are. They 
still haven't been introduced to me. Everyone tends to say that I am very 
egotistical, that's my problem. They can go fuck themselves. As if people were 
the image and equivalent of Saint Teresa. Men want their wives for their 
exclusive service, to take care of them, support, accompany, help, and 
understand them and to raise their morale. And women want their husbands to 
take care of them, support, accompany, help, and understand them and to raise 
their morale. And they both want their children to be rich when they grow up 
and to keep them in their old age. Perhaps that takes egotism! 

I'm sure my genes are nothing out of this world, to be scattered 
everywhere. They must be normal, running a little towards bad. Like my 
brothers, who go spreading the genes they have; Ruben has four children, two 
girls and two boys. One is allergic to almost everything, except Soberano 
Osborne brandy, the other wanted to be a professional cyclist and ran away 
from home. One girl got pregnant at sixteen and is a stupid write-off like her 
mother, she had the child and now the grandparents take care of it while the 
baby mother spends her life on the bakalao music route. The other daughter 
has a degree from the academy and is in the military. 


My brother Carlos has five. The eldest married a black woman at 
eighteen, which resulted in my sister-in-law suffering from a case of nerves 
ever since. The second and the third went to Belgium to work and married two 
Belgium women who were sisters that live in a circle of witches. Each of the 
women weigh between one hundred and one hundred-fifty kilograms, in 
contrast the men appear more consumptive in every photo they send. The 
fourth is gay and he has been living with a fellow who owns a club bar. And 
the fifth is Sonia, who began to stop eating at thirteen, because she said she 
was fat. She struggled with anorexia that would have killed her had she not 
had the luck of falling into the hands of a smart doctor who realized what was 
happening and interned her in a center which specialized in the few who were 
there. And there she met another anorexic who was recovering from that and 
an amphetamine addiction--sometimes the two go together. So here we are at 
the wedding of two young people who look like toothpicks and, between them 
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both, wouldn't amount to ninety kilos with their shoes on and rocks in their 
pockets. 

For this reason, in respect to one’s genes I sincerely think it is best to 
let them go directly into a condom and throw them in the trash. Every time I 
go to a wedding, I reaffirm my opinion that it is more worthwhile to be alone 
than badly accompanied and one is always badly accompanied when one is 
accompanied. 

What do you want me to tell you, the world was invented for single 
people. The attainable apartments are small, salaries aren't given to support 
more than one person; television, radio and the VCR solve the problem of 
keeping updated about music and movies; the computer, about expositions, 
and the Internet for gossip. For the single person, the street isn't a very 
agreeable place, especially at night. And look how I'm used to it, but there are 
times when I do not wish to risk myself in the outside world. You go to a bar 
to peacefully have a drink and a sandwich and within three minutes you 
already have twenty-five flies giving you the tin can. 

Before, you needed to have a partner to dance. I couldn't conceive of 
dancing if it wasn't with two people. But now everyone dances any way they 
want, to their own air. Only the elderly dance clutching each other; it's all the 
same to them whether it's rock, bakalao, salsa--especially at weddings. It's not 
even a waltz or a tango, yet they dance clutching one another. I have always 
enjoyed dancing alone, because when I was younger, the majority of the 
fellows who asked me to dance--but I'm not saying all—didn’t have a clue, but 
I had to follow them, and it was torture. You aren't going to give a young man 
any evidence; it was a bad education. For young men dancing was rubbing and 
a chance of being close to a grown woman, which wasn't easy in those times. 
The music enters one ear and leaves through the other; they dance with their 
dicks and that's why none of them can dance. 

You don't need anyone to dance. I put on a record, and I dance to 
whatever appeals to me: salsa, rock, bolero, two-step, merengue, depending on 
the state of my spirit or my mood, on the records I have on hand, or what they 
play on the radio. My dog, because yes, of course I have a dog, the poor thing 
looks on with fascination when I dance. He goes under a chair or a table and 
stares at me without letting me out of his sight, fascinated but not disgusted. If 
he were bothered, he would hide somewhere else or disappear. He is an 
abandoned street dog, without a definite breed. He is very alert and loyal. I 
named him Hannibal because he is huge. When I let him into the house, after 
he had been following me for two days straight, an act which moved me--no 
one in my life has demonstrated so much interest in me--well when I brought 
him in the house, it was horrible because wherever he went, chaos spread. The 
poor thing is enormous, and he was very nervous. Everything he caught a hold 
of, he destroyed. Now at the end of three years, he's the total opposite, gentle, 
calm, careful, disciplined, and obedient. When I drop or break a glass, poor 
Hannibal goes into a corner and covers his head with his front paws. 

That is why I was so irritated that they wouldn't allow him in the 
hospital. That's the worst part about being here, Doctor. I already know he's 
doing marvelously with the antiquarians on the ground floor, but just the same, 
I would like to see him and have him be with me. Still, I understand it. If the 
whole world, that's stuck here could bring their dog, cat, parakeet, it would be 
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certified chaos. In the midst of it, the animals would get sick and start dying. 
They would catch all kinds of viruses and bacteria they weren't accustomed to. 

At least this is morning I didn't have my dog with me. He wasn't 
feeling well, so I left him at home, instead of taking him with me as I usually 
do to spend the morning in the antique store, while I go to the office. I take 
him to Julieta who likes to take him out for a walk at noon and Hannibal is 
crazy about it. 

It was the first thing I thought about, Doctor, when the exploding 
bomb threw me through the air. When I fell, with something that looked like 
an entire edifice on top of me, before I lost consciousness, I thought about 
Hannibal and the previous night when I had danced alone to all of the new 
Carlos Cano. 

Now I won't be able to dance anymore. Truly Doctor, being without 
legs is a difficult result. Still, tell me Doctor is it true that they have amputated 
both of my legs? I swear I can feel them. Earlier, they were playing a waltz on 
the radio, I closed my eyes, and I was dancing, dancing. 
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THE FINGERNAILS OF THE MIND 


"Yesterday I thought about buying candles: I saw them, I had them in 
my hand, but then I put then back in their place." 

"Well, that's good. Of course, you were inspired. And why didn't you 
buy them?" 

"Because I had brought just enough money, and I was afraid of running 
short." 

"You brought just enough money to buy what?" 

"Well, what I had to buy was bread, two pairs of stockings, fingernail 
polish remover, potatoes, lettuce, beer, coffee, fabric softener and I don't 
remember what else I had written down that I needed." 

"You never paint your fingernails anyway." 


"The other day, when I was putting the bathroom cabinet in order, I 
saw a half-used bottle of fingernail polish and I began to feel like painting 
mine. But I didn't do it because I did not have any fingernail polish remover, 
which is why I made a note that to buy some." 

"You could have thrown away the fingernail polish, along with 
everything else that was past its expiration date and rotten." 

"I looked at it and it seemed like it was in good condition, it would 
have hurt me to throw it away." 

"Ho, Aunty, one day you find a piece of shit in good condition and you 
keep it. What color was it?" 

"The fingernail polish? It is one of those colorless frosts." 

"They are not colorless, they're white and they have a little ball." 

"That's it. Good, well, the fact is that it comes in a very pretty little 
bottle and it's still almost full and you could see the little ball and everything." 

"I already know. It's a round bottle in the shape of a truncated cone and 
at the end of the brush there is an elongated cap which has little grooves in it 
so it won't slip between your fingers when you paint your nails." 

"No those are like always, like the Cutex in everyone's life. This one is 
like, elongated, but in the middle, it has a curve towards the side, or may have, 
which has the shape of a tiny guitar. And the cap, which is also a brush, is like 
the neck of a guitar: flat on one side with the smallest trace of a curve on the 
other. It is divine." 

"It's all the same. You could have thrown it in the trash and bought 
yourself another one--fresh and new--if you had the desire to paint your nails 
and you could have also bought the candles, which are cheaper than the 
stockings or the fucking fabric softener." 

"We’re lucky we are not painters." 

"Now where does that come in?" 

"Painters need light in order to paint. And if we were painters, as we 
don't have any light, we couldn't paint." 

"A shower of trivialities. All of the great painters painted masterpieces 
centuries before electric lights were invented." 
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"That is also true. A short while ago, I saw a documentary on TV about 
how Goya made himself a hat with a wide brim and put lit candles all around 
it. And that's how he painted many of his pictures. You, see? But I could 
watch that on television because I had light. Now if we didn't have light, well I 
couldn't have watched television and I wouldn't have known how Goya 
painted with a hat full of candles." 

"Humanity is lost anyway. I think the greatest works, not only by 
painters, but by musicians and writers as well, have all been made before 
electricity. Indeed, after they invented lightbulbs, everyone went crazy: they 
invented abstract art, cubism, and all those -isms that no one understands." 

"I don't understand anything about painting since then." 

"Neither do I. I'm not kidding, it occurred to me just now." 

"What is true, is that then as now, there's nothing to do, because the 
light is gone, so you can start thinking. Hence, things occur to you that 
wouldn't with the lights on." 

"I think that things occur to you when you start to think, whether or not 
there is light. The problem is that we think so little. No one, at least no one 
that I know, arrives at their house and says: Now I am going to think a little." 

"I think enough, I tell you." 

"Oh, yeah? You think enough? When? Between ten and twelve or 
between eight and six?" 

"Seriously, I'm not joking. For example, when I wake up, the first thing 
I always do is to think." 

"And what do you think about? About the hole in the ozone layer, a 
vaccine for AIDS, the rearmament of the German military, the shape of the 
universe, or the single European currency." 

"You're being silly. I think about what I am going to put on, for 
example, or about what I am going to put out to eat, about where I am in my 
cycle. Or do I have the eggs to have my hair cut like Ana Belen, very short, 
very short." 

"That's not thinking Aunty." 

"That's not thinking? It is thinking, because they are things that happen 
in my head and everything which happens in one's head is thinking." 

"That is thinking with the pussy, not with the brain, that is what you 
use to think." 

"You think you are so smart because you talk filth and swear, but you 
don't have any logic. The act of thinking can refer to anything." 

"For the moment, thinking is not an act. Thinking is a thought." 

"A thought is a flower that I don't like at all, definitely. I prefer the 
geranium." 

"Okay. You don't think thoughts, you think geraniums." 

"What I want to say--let's see if you stop me from talking--is that you 
think you are going to make something, therefore that is a thought, but it is 
also an act." 

"Right. But if you think that you are going to do something and you do 
not do it, then it remains a geranium thought, and now that is not an act. The 
act is to do it." 

"Well, that is what I have been trying to tell you for a long time. But it 
seems that you have flaccid geraniums." 


40 


"The case is that you did not buy those candles and now we are in the 
dark and unable to do anything besides eat our coconuts." 

"I thought about buying those candles and I didn't buy them. I had a 
geranium-thought mea culpa, mea culpa. If you want, I could set myself on 
fire like a Bonzo Buddhist monk and that way you could have a little light for 
a while. Anyway, if we had candles, what would you do?" 

"I don't know. Lots of things. You even said Goya made himself a hat 
with candles for painting." 

"It was you who said all of humanity's greatest works were made prior 
the invention of electric light. I remember how my father always did the store 
accounts at night by the light of a forty-watt bulb and how my mother would 
scold him: 'Angel, why don't you do them during the day, you're going to 
strain your eyes' and he always replied, 'Leave me alone. I can see perfectly.' I 
am inspired. Alexander Dumas wrote Les Misérables with a light that was 
poor." 

"You just killed me Aunty. First, Les Misérables was written by Victor 
Hugo and second, your father doing the store accounts is not as 
inspirational as writing a novel that’s a fresco of the French Revolution. I don't 
know, you have left me dizzy." 

"But if it was the French Revolution, there weren't any electric lights 
then either, which means that guy named Victor also wrote that fresco, like 
you said, with candles. And besides frescos are not written, they are painted on 
walls. And they can also be bought in produce shops."[Translator's note: In 
Spanish, "fresas" are strawberries. ] 

"It was a metaphor." 

"Is it a fresco or is it a metashor? What is it going to be?" 

"Ooohhh! It truly seems like a lie that you know the four regulations." 

"The four? With just one I have enough and then it’s over. No one has 
four regulations. Probably in the tropics there are some very precocious girls 
or something--I've heard something like that." 

"I’m referring to addition, subtraction, multiplication and division. 
Those are the four regulations that they teach children in school." 

"I know how to do that, but that has nothing to do with the fresco or 
what you said before." 

"Metaphor." 

"That. What is it?" 

"Well, it's a way of talking. You refer to something, but you don't call 
it by its name, instead you compare it to another thing or you name it 
something else in order to point out its main essence. I am beginning to get a 
pain in my coconut." 

"Is that a metasphor?" 

"Not exactly. But look at where 'the coconut’ is used for 'head' is a 
metaphor." 

"The coconut is the head." 

"That's it." 

"That's what. That's what you haven't explained. You can have four 
regulations or seven, but you explain very things very poorly." 

"Look, look, the moon is just about to appear. It is incredible. How 
brilliant! Now you can see everything perfectly." 
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"I don't like the moon; that's what I told Dr. Pau in yesterday's session, 
and he doesn't like it at all." 

"Why doesn't he like it?" 

"I don't know, because it puts on a bad face." 

"Dr. Pau always puts on a bad face with us. We bore him a lot. I 
believe when we leave the consultation, he throws all of those notes he took 
into the trash can." 

"I have thought the same thing many times. But when I go in, I look in 
the trash can and it’s always empty." 

"That is even more worrying. He hides the notes in a large box and 
then he carries all of them to the incinerator." 

"Or he eats them, like that woman who's been taken to the sixth floor, 
who eats everything; she ate the mattress and the window frame with Madeira 
wine and a pat of butter." 

"I had a crisis like that about eating everything. Out of all of my things, 
I eat my fingernails and when I finish with the ones on my hands, I start on the 
ones on my feet. And then I eat the people who are around." 

"How nice, an in-house manicurist." 

"And very, very, very horny. Everything that passes in front of me with 
a ding-a-ling, I throw myself at it, or try to." 

"Have you thrown Dr. Pau too?" 

"After the pills and injections, the truth is he doesn't arouse me, if I tell 
you the truth." 

"Anyway, Dr. Pau is not the type that people throw themselves at. Not 
even in the dark, come on." 

"Those pills leave me K.O.'d Aunty, but I still have erotic dreams and 
sometimes I come from dreaming about silly things. I little while ago, I dreamt 
I was climbing a tree, escaping from a tiger and I came." 

"Did you tell that to Dr. Pau?" 

"I was ashamed, so I didn't tell him about it. And what was I going to 
say, I had an erotic dream? I already know that and inside here there isn't a 
solution if you didn't throw a chair or a television around or through a window. 
That’s much easier." 

"Listen, close the window because I am beginning to feel bad from 
seeing that moon, honestly." 

"Why? Didn't you want light? Well, now you have light." 

"It reminds me of my mother's face." 

"It reminds me of my father's ass, the trifling son of the grand whore, 
the bastard. When the moon was like that he didn't do anything, but when 
there was no moon, he'd get blinded and rape all of us." 

"You did well to liquidate him. People like that don't deserve to live." 

"Dr. Pau asked me if I would cut the pig's throat again, and I always 
say yes, but now I would do it better. Of course, now I am eighteen and when I 
did it I was eleven. Now I know more. The years here have taught me how to 
do lots of things." 

"And what does he say to you?" 

"Nothing, he gives me pills and puts me on the rota to cut the grass or 
work in the kitchen." 

"He's a good uncle deep down. He believes all the lies I tell him, that Iam a 
married and have two kids, five and six years old, who give me a lot of trouble, 
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that I am always short of money at the grocery store, that I adore lame clothes, 
that at night I love to go dancing at the disco." 

"But that's why I don't understand it: a guy who studied medicine and 
all that and he believes that you really go to the supermarket every other day? 
And he believes all of the nonsense we tell him." 

"He asks me the prices and everything. I tell him that they’ve gone up 
on the eggs or that the mutton was lower. And the differences between the 
particular brands of fried tomato. He took the fried tomato very seriously. 
There isn't one day that he does not ask about it." 

"That's because in his jargon, fried tomato is equivalent to blood. The 
menstrual blood, the blood from your mother when she gave birth to you and 
stuff. You know it’s true that they’re like children. The day you began to talk 
about mustard, he got upset and began consulting books, plus he registered for 
a psychiatrists’ conference in Warsaw." 

"This is not an asylum." 

"No, what an illusion. This is an establishment for rehabilitation, a 
health center, a vacation resort, call it 'H', but it is still a loony bin. Close the 
window Aunty, that moon is going to kill me. And the next time you go to the 
supermarket, do not forget to buy candles. Do you understand, Geranium?" 


43 


PARADISE ISN’T WHAT IT USED TO BE 


The guidebook only costs six hundred and fifty pesetas, but it is 
fantastic. Tunis is practically the earthly paradise. After merely opening it, 
Mercedes' eyes alight upon the boldface text at the top of the page which reads, 
'On the border of Qammuniya, one of the doors to paradise is found. It is 
called Monastir.’ And it was written by a man called Abu the Arab in the ninth 
century, no more no less. 

She casts a quick glance at the traffic light, which is still red and flips 
rapidly through the pages. Her eyes catch on another text, at the bottom of a 
photograph a mosque’s interior. '...1n prayers that Allah permits you to utter 
and in those in which you invoke in His name, those who glorify him at dawn 
and at twilight; men for whom no exchange or business distracts from their 
invocation to Allah. --The Koran' 

"God, what a lot of spirituality...." Mercedes mutters aloud. 

A strident horn returns her to reality. The light has turned green. In the 
rearview mirror she sees an enormous fellow sitting behind the steering wheel 
of a truck, waving his arms and probably cursing a part of Mercedes’ family. 

"I'm going now, Uncle. Now, I'm going...."Mercedes shifts into first 
gear and violently pulls away. What a way you have of spoiling the view, truly. 

Before she can put it into second gear, the truck reaches her side. She 
hears the truck driver screaming at her from his red face, "You stay home and 
take care of the children, you bed-wetter!" 

"Wally! Shitty, male chauvinist!" Mercedes shouts, but the truck has 
already disappeared into the dense traffic on the street. 

This city is making her sick and its inhabitants even more so. The 
people are hicks, rude and vulgar. It is a cross, living in a provincial town. The 
truth is, in the last six or eight years, things have been improving a little. The 
streets are cleaner, the windows in the shops are cleaner and better dressed, the 
landscaped areas are better tended, the cafes more illuminated, banks were 
flourishing all over and the new buildings are not so ugly. This includes the 
new college where Mercedes teaches. It's on the outskirts of the city. They 
screwed her because now she has to commute to and from the college in the 
car, with the little appreciation she has for driving. The old college was 
located three blocks from her house in the center of town. She had always 
walked through the wide streets in order to pass by the square with the City 
Hall, and drink coffee at The Imperial while chatting with Carmen for a while 
until the time came for her to work at the notary. She and Carmen are the same 
age--Carmen is one month younger-- and they had always known each other. 
They had gone to college together; they did first communion together and the 
only thing they had not done together was to marry. Mercedes has been single 
for thirty-two years. Carmen had married at twenty-seven, but at twenty-nine 
she was already divorced. 

Mercedes teaches mathematics to pupils from the second and third 
BUP. The struggle with adolescents is destroying her nerves. She has 
developed a series of intermittent psychosomatic pains which vary according 
to the seasons. Now, in winter, her stomach aches and burns nonstop. For the 
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summer there is cystitis, which seems like a punishment for her eternal 
chastity, since her strength was choked, she could not enjoy it. She is always 
ready for a tumble, but it is not easy in a provincial town. She only makes 
signs towards her friends' husbands and that is not a plan. A laxity one night 
during a party can provoke problems without end, and she had even tried that. 
By some mysterious dispensation of natural law, single men or visitors are 
invariably preferred by wives. The disease of being human has no limits and 
its paths are inscrutable; that is obvious. 

At last Mercedes arrives in the vicinity of The Fried Car restaurant 
where she has arranged to meet Carmen and Mariangeles for lunch. Not a 
fucking place to park, naturally. The one under Governor Vazquez's Square, 
where the restaurant was, had been converted into an enormous parking lot 
and for this they had destroyed the fountain, trees and shrubs that had been 
there since before the 1800's. In their place, a statue of the governor, which 
had been made by a local artist, was erected amid a sea of concrete. So, cars 
would not drive over there, they had scattered enough ridiculous iron phalluses, 
that caused a series of injuries to girls' and boys' genitalia when they jump 
over them as they played leapfrog. 

The parking lot is, as always, nearly empty. She parks next to Mariangles' car, 
an extremely beautiful Mercedes 190, which Mercedes was very envious of 
when compared to her dilapidated Fiat. 

But for Mariangeles, it is possible. Her father owns a sawmill, 
thousands of hectares of irrigated land, a pig farm, a supermarket, and a 
construction company. He used to be a widow and very coarse but, very, very 
rich. Mariangeles has a brother who is a young bullfighter and wants to be a 
professional bullfighter. He spends his life in bed recovering from "a mishap", 
as he calls them, or traveling through the towns' training bullfights, to the great 
despair of his father, who wants his son to study business administration so he 
might succeed him in the business. But the boy is having none of that, he 
leaves before you can hit him, because he wants to be a bullfighter. In contrast, 
Mariangeles insists on studying business administration and her father is still 
pissed off. His aspiration is for her to marry well, rest her head, and dedicate 
her life to taking care of her husband, her children and, in time, he himself. 
During those years, Mariangeles and her father fought every day. Finally, 
Mariangeles left on her own, graduated in business administration and went on 
to work at a newly established shipping company in the city—a thing which 
got on her father's nerves. Eventually, he had to ask his daughter to please 
work for him: he would pay her four times more than what she earned at the 
shipping company. Mariangeles put her father's business in orbit. She cut 
expenses, raised revenues, modernized it and increased its profitability. 
Furthermore, she almost forced her father to marry a widow. The type who has 
olive groves and vineyards, it was not so much for this reason that her father 
recently stopped giving her grief. Anyway, now Mariangeles' father and her 
stepmother follow their son the bullfighter throughout the entire geography of 
Spain, supporting and protecting him. 


Mariangeles has lots of character and she has had lots of boyfriends. 
But sooner or later, for different reasons, he orders the fried asparagus. Almost 
all of them try to organize her life and take control of the businesses. 
Mariangeles is very smart, in addition to being very beautiful--she is the 
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prettiest of the three friends. She is tall and slender, even though she eats like a 
nail file. She has thick, silky hair which falls over her shoulders. When she 
lifts it, you can see her long tilted neck. Mercedes has a short wide neck, very 
Leon-Castilian, and she dies with envy when she sees how well Mariangeles 
wears high necklines or turtleneck sweaters. When she wears a turtleneck 
sweater, she looks exactly like a turtle. 


Carmen is already sitting at the table and reading the menu, which she 
knows by heart, naturally, yet she always reads it to the tail end every time she 
eats at The Fried Car, which is a minimum of twice a week. Carmen is a 
brunette, but she dyes her hair red. First, because her face is very white and 
she has gray eyes and secondly, so she won't resemble her mother and her 
older sister. Ever since she was small, she has combed her hair in the same 
style: straight hair to the level of her earlobes and bangs; all of it very flat and 
smooth. It cost her a terrible amount of work because her natural hair is as 
curly as an African's. 


She is tired; she had a terrible morning at the notary. The whole world 
wants to settle their affairs before Christmas. She lost an extremely important 
client after Raimundo, the notary and important wally who still believes he is 
the King of Mambo. Ever since he had taken out the opposition by jabbing 
them with his elbows for six years, as he would quickly relate. Carmen studied 
until the fourth year of law school, but she dropped out to marry Jose Maria 
because she was pregnant and had gone into a panic. At two months into the 
marriage and five months into the pregnancy, it spontaneously aborted. Again, 
she was frightened and resolved to get pregnant once more at full speed, 
nevertheless she was on bad terms with Jose Maria, who had given her a slap 
which went with the whore's sorrow since he was a restless vagrant and 
corrupt. He did not worry about anything more than being thrown out by the 
store clerks. One afternoon Carmen surprised her sister Monica and Jose 
Maria with their hands in each other in her own house, and Carmen went into 
a panic again. Instead of crying or screaming, like she might have done 
anyway, she opened the window and threw herself headfirst on to the patio. 
She separated from Jose Maria, who went away to live in another city and 
extorted her mother so that she would buy Carmen an apartment. In this way, 
she purged her mother of the sin of her little sister who was her parents' 
favorite. 


Carmen, Mariangeles, and Mercedes all share the nausea produced by 
the mere thought of Christmas. Some of them for one reason and others of 
them for another; it is a time they detest. It has been two or three years since 
the three of them organized a trip to as far away as possible in order to lose 
sight of the city, its residents, and their families during the holidays. The year 
before, they stayed in Hungary and Czechoslovakia. It had not been bad. Only 
it was so dreadfully cold they swore not to return to that latitude during that 
time of year. This year, after a lot of discussion, they decide to go away to 
Tunisia. At first, they considered going to Cuba, but in small towns you know 
everyone. The travel agent, who recognized Carmen, commented that she 
believed that, by coincidence, Carmen's ex-husband and his girlfriend were 
also going to Cuba. Therefore, the three friends determined to visit Tunisia. 
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Mercedes had already experienced Morocco and she was not ready to return, 
so assured them that out of all the countries in Magreb, Tunisia is the most 
westernized, civilized, and exquisite. 


As soon as she is seated, Mercedes extracts three books from her 
enormous handbag and places them on the table. "I purchased three guides so 
you all can go there well informed. In one, I read that it is the Earthly 
paradise." 

"I'm still not so sure about it, because I do not trust those countries 
where you can't eat pork," Mariangeles says as she gathers her hair into a 
rubber band at her nape allowing them to see her beautiful and envied neck. 

"Woman, it seems very exotic and very pretty," remarks Carmen, as 
she turns the pages of a lavishly illustrated guidebook. 

"And if they don't eat pork, what the fuck do they eat." 

"Mariangeles, you don't think about anything besides eating. Well, 
couscous, tahini, generally there is lamb or veal stewed in small ceramic or 
earthenware pots which have lids like small roof tiles." 

"Mercedes, little teacher, do not give me a lecture." Carmen retorts, 
"According to Ana from the agency, we have reservations at a marvelous hotel 
in a place called Monastir. Then we go on various excursions: one, for three 
days in the oasis and another to Yerba Island. We go to Sevilla, Ameria, and 
Jaen too." 

"Daughter, what are you saying. What are you talking about." 

"Look at this. Here it is, you see? 'To Mahdia' or like ‘Almeria’, 
'Sbeitla’ or like 'Seville' and 'El Jem' or like 'Jaen'. It is obvious. Let's see if 
you believe I don't know anything. Well, I read the brochure from the travel 
agency from top to bottom. We're staying in a cool hotel with half-board and 
lodging. The New Year's Eve dinner is obligatory." 

"It will be when we pay her obligatorily and then you go or don't go, 
according to whether or not you left your ovaries at home. Those uncles who 
don't eat pork because they consider them to be evil and impure animals do 
not obligate me to do what I do not want to do." Mariangeles states as she puts 
her hands on the enormous plate of glistening ham the waiter left in the center 
of the table. 

"And what clothes do we bring?" Mercedes asks. 

"Well, as always, jeans, T-shirts and sweaters, just in case. Don't forget 
to bring your formal wear and your flamenco costume." 

"Eliodora, the El Bollo bakery owner’s niece, told me her aunt spent a 
few years in Tunisia and returned saying the men are very, very handsome." 
Carmen adds. 

"I hope they are winsome, because I have a body like a gypsy and I'm 
going to put on the boots for this trip, you hear," Mariangeles says, "I swear 
that at New Year's I am going to turn purple from eating and fucking." 

Mercedes conscientiously picks at the langostino with only two of her 
fingers. "I'm interested in the artistic aspect, the spiritual beauty..." 

"Or maybe, like me the uncles don't bore you," Mariangeles interrupts 
as she bites into the langostino and spits out the rest of the shell. It is a horrible 
habit, which infuriates her friends, but she is not ready to renounce it. The real 
taste and substance of the small lobsters is in the shell. 
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"I'm not referring to that. What fascinates me is the exoticism and the 
history. Tunisia is full of history; can you imagine it was founded by the 
Phoenicians, then by the Romans--in the Punic Wars you might have heard 
them discussing Hannibal and Hasdrubal--then the Turks and the many 
variegated waves of different types of Arabs, the Spaniards too and then the 
French. That is the only thing peeves me: the invasion of the fucking Club 
Med." Carmen peels the langostino with a fork and the elegance of a princess. 
The four years she stayed in a Swiss boarding school left this type of indelible 
footprint on a person. 

"Well, the fact is I hope the weather is good, because I'm going to get 
some sun and a tan. I don't give a hoot about the rest of it," Mariangeles 
responds. 

"Before you said you were only interested in sex and food." 

"Right, but between cabbage and cabbage, there's lettuce." 


The airplane is filled up to its flags with groups of different ages and sizes. 
There are groups of three, six, even up to eight people, and some couples. The 
flight attendants who checked in the baggage and distributed carts of cargo 
had been busy conscientiously assigning separate seats on the airplane to 
members of the same group. Hence there was a constant babble of people 
talking above the line of seats, asking for things, and telling bad jokes on the 
airplane. 

The teacher, the businesswoman, and the notary secretary are scattered 
and in the nonsmoking zone. Despite their having boarded an hour and a half 
in advance, the flight attendants swore there were already no seats left in the 
smoking section. As the flight attendants served them the notoriously inedible 
food, they look at each other and the three of them understand they should not 
be there, but in their own homes sprawled on a sofa watching TV or roasting a 
piglet raised solely on its mother's milk in the marvelous kitchen in 
Mariangeles house which has a real kiln for making bread. 

Upon arrival at the Tunis-Carthage airport, all of the passengers, 
including the three women, are led to pasture by different guides. Theirs is a 
short Tunisian with very curly hair, a very large nose and a perpetual smile 
which exposes a few of his sharp, uneven teeth to the air. Each guide sets out 
towards exit, steering their fold of tourists. 

"The first in the forehead," Mariangeles says to Carmen. 

"What does that mean? The airport isn't so bad." 

"I was referring to our guide. He is as ugly as you want and smells like 
onions." 

"Daughter, why be like that. Well, I don't find him so bad, at least he 
seems friendly. He doesn't stop smiling and he reminds me of my cousin 
Javier, when he was very young." 

"He is an antidote to lust. Someone who smiles without stopping for no 
reason, isn't trustworthy." 

"Why don't we go now?" Carmen addresses the Tunisian in a 
unusually high voice. Mercedes, who has gone to exchange the currency, 
comes back to join them. She is very pleased. 

"Look, what a large fortune...we're rich!" 
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"We're waiting for a couple, who are supposed to go on the bus to the 
hotel," replies the guide, as he looks at the thighs of a girl wearing a miniskirt 
in the next group. 

"That's what we're missing," Mariangeles sits down on her wheeled 
Samsonite and lights a cigarette. She is tired. She glances at the clock; it is 
only nine o'clock at night and she feels like it is four o'clock in the morning. 
They have been travelling since two o’clock in the afternoon. She had 
awakened at six o'clock in the morning in order to complete a series of tasks at 
the shipping office and see the pigs off on their journey to France. At two 
o'clock the three of them had set out on the trip to Madrid in her Mercedes. 
The chicken she had eaten on the plane is starting to cluck in her stomach. 

"Until when are we going to wait? At best, they aren't coming." 

"I'm going to see. All of you, please wait here." 

"To see', what a solution! Where do you want us to go?" 

The guide disappears through the doors of the customs arrival section. 

"Have you seen how he walks? He has flat feet." 

"Here the women don't wear veils, they go around in normal clothes," 
Carmen explains. 

"What are they going to wear, all of them are wallies like us, who 
come from Avila, Valladolid, Tudela, or Madrid." 

"Mariangeles, what a little traveler you are," replies Mercedes in a 
certain reproachful tone. "I remember how you also staged a good one in 
Prague." 

"Oh man, if I was bad, I don't remember. They hauled us from Vienna 
to Prague on a bus in I don't know how many thousands of hours, passing over 
twenty-five borders. From time to time, they threw us a sandwich, which was 
leftover from the airplane, the ones that even the dogs wouldn't want." 

The guide reappears with his eternal smile and a man and a woman 
who are about seventy with the look of Russians. However later it turns out 
that they are from Madrid. 

"She has lost her luggage," the guide comments. 

"Nothing like that. I haven't lost anything: the company lost it," the 
woman asserts facing the guide. 

"Shut-up Ana Maria. You've given them a report," says her husband. 

"But, what report," asks Carmen. "You are right a person does not lose 
their suitcase on an airplane. Did you fill out the form?" 

"I filled out the form, which they will lose in the chaos in that office. I 
shit on the whore's mother of this shitty company." 

"Ana Maria, please, calm down." Her husband tugs at her sleeve to 
silence her. 

"But let her express herself, if she has all of the reason to." 

"They didn't lose your suitcase on purpose, you know?" her husband 
insists as his eyes take in the back of Mariangeles neck, as she is pulling up 
her hair and making a twist that she fastens high atop her head with an 
enormous clasp. 

"Well, I don't know what I'm saying now that you mention it," the 
woman says, taking his arm and launching killer looks at her husband and 
Mariangeles' neck. 
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"If you like, we can go to the hotel and the suitcases will show up 
tomorrow." The guide hands a few bags over to the husband and his sulfuric 
wife. "The company provides these to help you through the night." 

"Thank you. With this and a biscuit, I'm ready." 

The young women pick up their suitcases. The husband rushes to help 
Mercedes with her suitcase which does not have wheels. But Mariangeles, 
who is walking behind a little behind them, observes how the woman is going 
to play a trick on her husband make him fall and spill the holy oil. Catching 
his arm she interjects, "Don't bother sir, she can carry it. Mercedes dear, carry 
your suitcase. It weighs nothing, walk!" 

Mercedes is not very quick, but from the tone Mariangeles employs, 
she intuits her obligation is not to let the man help her. 

The mini-bus driver is huge and pot-bellied, with a grizzly moustache and 
sideburns practically down to his shoulders. The three friends and the older 
couple sit down in seats piled high with their suitcases. 

"At least our luggage was lost, if not we might have had to leave it or 
one of us on the ground," the husband says in an attempt to be friendly. He 
gives up traversing the whole world so that he can sit in the only comfortable 
seat, the one next to the driver, which he finally obtains. 

After the first half-hour of the ride, Mariangeles begins to fear the 
worst. "I believe our hotel is on the outskirts of Tunis." 

"Yes, outside of Tunis", the guide replies. 

"Right, but how far?" 

"Monastir is one hundred and fifty kilometers away." 

"I can't believe this," Mariangeles exclaims, covering her face with 
both of her hands. 

"Right, but now you know, "Mercedes says. "I explained to you that 
we were going to Monastir." 

"At this vertiginous speed, I'm sure we will be hurled there in two 
hours." 

Carmen leans her head on the back of the seat, which is very low since 
someone has removed the headrest. She points her legs towards the left to get 
more comfortable and her knees bump against the guide. 

"Pardon me, I'm sorry. It's because it is so narrow." 

"It's not important," says the guide, smiling but not moving his knees 
away from Carmen's. 

"Fuck, fuck, fuck," she hears Mariangeles lamenting at the back of the 
minibus. 

"What's your name?" the guide asks Carmen. 

"I'm Carmen." 

"Oh, Carmen!" says the guide very contentedly, "And them?" 

"I'm Mercedes, like the car Mercedes. And she is Angeles, like the 
little angels with wings. Now you know." Mercedes waves her hands. She 
receives a rap all over her coconut from Mariangeles, who is sitting behind her. 

"Are you stupid or what. Stop talking, because I can't fall asleep." 

"Daughter, I'm only trying to be friendly with the native." 

"My name is Fadrik," says the native. "But the Spaniards always call 
me Federico." 

"Oh, wow, how funny, Federico," Mercedes replies. "Have you heard, 
women? His name is Federico." 
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"How you keep me dangling Merce. I swear I'll throw myself in front 
of the bus or you cut your story short, you decide." 

"Fadrik is a Punic name," adds the guide. 

"Of course, of course," Mercedes hastens to say, "It's unique: it's one 
that doesn't have a translation." 

"Punic, dear Mercedes, he said 'Punic'! It seems like a lie that you are a 
teacher smartie." 

"Mariangeles, leave her in peace, if she wants to talk let her. We still 
have two hours left on this trip," Carmen says as she shifts her legs towards 
the side of the small window. "Did any of you bring a blow drier? I just 
remembered that I forgot mine. And I can't live without a blow drier." 

"Well, I was counting on you, because you always bring yours. So, I 
didn't bring mine," Mariangeles answers. 

"Okay, we're without a hair dryer. I never bring it, since it's a 
monstrosity," continues Mercedes. "We can buy one when we arrive." 

"I have one in my suitcase. It has been loaned out with great pleasure," 
the woman adds. "I don't think there's a hair dryer in this ridiculous little bag." 

A short silence serves to allow them to clearly hear a couple of snores 
from her husband, who is fried, sitting next to the driver. 

"One time, years ago I took a flight alone. I think I was going to Rome 
and for once a stupendous type who was sitting next to me hit on me. We 
arranged to have dinner, well, and what follows, I suppose. But when we 
arrived, they had lost my suitcase. I went into a terror because I carried my 
contraceptives in my suitcase. So, I had to stand up the flirt. I thought God had 
punished me." 

"Damn, that is the bad leg. Definitely. And God had nothing to do with 
it," says Carmen. 

"I don't know, I don't know," Mercedes says, "There are no 
accidents: everything that happens, happens for a reason." 

"Aye, aye, aye," sighs Mariangeles, "Federico is smoking 
allowed in this trap?" 

Everyone, except for the husband, who is safely sleeping and snoring, 
begins to smoke. You can’t see anything from one side of the bus or the other 
since it travels on a type of highway. Suddenly the driver reduces his speed, 
and the headlights illuminate a large sign written in Arabic. 

"What's going on? What does it say there?" Mercedes inquires. 

"There is road work and a detour." Federico responds. 

"Oh, work...well anyone could say that from looking at the sign. What 
a devilish language." Carmen adds. 

"No, it's easy," Federico explains. "You write from right to left 
and read from left to right." 

"How curious! Have you heard Carmen: they write from one 
side and read from the other? It's incredible." 

"What's incredible is that you are so stupid Mercedes. He's 
pulling your hair. Federico has seen your feathers." 

"Aw, how funny Federico. What a good sense of humor you have." 

"Yes, we have a lot of humor," Federico laughs like a rabbit 
and nudges Mercedes' arm with his elbow. 
Mercedes also begins to laugh, with a great deal of complicity with the guide. 
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"Let's see if we're going to have a Turkish passion here. Be careful," 
Carmen warns. 

"It would be much better if it were called the Tunisian nightmare and 
not even a Gala can make it a success," Mariangeles says. 


For three days not even Mercedes can resist Federico the Phoenician’s 
swampy jokes. They visit the mosques in Susa, Monastir, one in the Valley of 
the Falls, which been erected by Burghers in their native city, the one in 
Kairuan, and those in the respective medinas. Couscous is coming out of their 
ears. It is only a case of red wine, scandalously expensive and deplorably 
acidic. They finally stop fighting in Al Madhiat. Mariangeles does not want to 
see the cemetery while Mercedes insists on following the guide and seeing 
everything. Mariangeles explains to her that although the guide maintains that 
cemeteries are very interesting, they always give them bad vibes and they 
already have enough of those. Carmen does not know whether to agree with 
one of them or the other. She says she is going to the weekly market by herself. 
This announcement terrifies the guide. In the end, Carmen and Mariangeles go 
one place and Mercedes, the guide, and eight German tourists visit the 
cemetery. 

The market is Carmen's passion. It turns out to be the only authentic 
place not prepared for the massive tourist industry. The only place where there 
are native people who purchase truly native things: fruits, vegetables, 
garbanzo beans, screws, fabric, spices, cooking pots. The stalls follow one 
after another, unorganized in a huge esplanade. Plus, the vendors treat the 
customers courteously without overwhelming them, something which does not 
happen in the stores in town, where they practice the relentless pursuit of the 
tourist. They purchase delicious, aromatic mandarin oranges, celery and 
carrots and chew them as they search for a cafe for women. It is not an easy 
task. The pretty cafes are for men. There are always some for tourists, where 
women can sit down. They are usually horrible, characterless, full of light, 
plastic and tourists. 

"I couldn't live here," Carmen says, dropping the bags of food and 
spices on a chair and sitting down as she gazes out towards the street. 

"I tell you it's no worse than Valladolid was when I was a teenager." 

"That's the problem, I prefer Valladolid." Carmen sighs and takes out a 
cigarette. "The ruins they showed us don't have the color of those in Cordoba, 
Seville, Toledo, Granada in the style of the magnificent Arabic Muslim plan." 

"At best we are just not good tourists. It's a question of attitude." 

"No. I believe most of the problem is that our cultures-- theirs and 
ours—are too similar in many ways and so it doesn't impress us as it does the 
Germans, for whom the mere sight of a minaret or a palm tree puts them in 
ecstasy." 

"Maybe that's it, but I personally have nothing to see in them. I'm 
Jewish on all four sides of my whole life. Look at my surnames: Escribano, 
Avila, Salazar." 

"More than Jewish, a pig, with your pardon." 

"Right, that may be the reason why I like pork so much Auntie. If you 
want me to tell you the truth, I'm dying for a plate of Iberian acorn pork. I'm 
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beginning to get depressed. If Mercedes doesn't return soon, I'm going to start 
crying." 

"You know what I think? I think Mercedes and Federico have linked 
up." 

Mariangeles gives Carmen an incredulous look as if she had fluently recited 
the list of gothic kings or lost a large sum of money. 

"You don't know what you're saying Carmen. No one could link up 
with Federico unless they were as desperate as him and that is said by 
someone who is ready to link up with the columns. Seriously." 

"It's just that I cannot explain why Mercedes does not separate herself 
from that cretin for one moment. She goes everywhere with him and on top of 
that, laughs at him for a charm he does not have." 

"Well spotted. Mercedes is very ingenuous and so infantile that having 
read The Turkish Passion, she's ready to follow the letters of the romance on 
foot by having one with a native and believing she's living a real passion." 

The sun filters between the branches of the olive tree in the center of the 
terrace. Mariangeles removes her denim blouse and is left in a sleeveless T- 
shirt. She immediately notices the looks from three Tunisians, one of whom is 
giving a great dialectical argument in a carpet stall. He is speaking in Italian 
trying to convince her to buy a horrendous rug for triple what it would cost in 
Madrid. 

Carmen glances at them and they smile. She hears the exaggerated sip from 
the hookah pipe. 

"Listen, cover yourself Mariangeles. You're giving the sign." 

"I would love to try that hookah, ask the waiter to bring us a pipe so we 
can see how it tastes." 

"It will be your fault if they rape us." 

"It doesn't fall that easy. This country is full of cold pricks, that's the 
problem, it's a boring country." 

"It's a peaceful country, but it's different." 

"I don't know, but it bores me. I want to go back." 

"You know what your problem is Mariangeles?" Carmen offers a lump 
of brown sugar from the cafe to one of the six hundred cats swarming over the 
terrace cajoling the customers. 

"No, but I still want you to tell me if you know it." 

"Well, you spend your life fleeing from things and people. You think 
running away is the solution for everything. And when you discover that it 
isn't, you get pissed off and say that you're bored. I've known you a thousand 
years and it's always the same." 

"That's said by someone who threw herself out of a window." 

"Go on, shut up." 

Mariangeles puts her denim blouse back on; the sun has disappeared and 
suddenly the sky is cloudy. She glimpses the three Tunisians who continue 
smoking the pipe and passing it around taking turns. 

"How disgusting! They all suck on the same mouthpiece. Before 
giving it to the next person, they clean it with their hands, which is worse." 

"Hey pal, did you hear what I said?" 

"Yes, Dr. Freud, I heard it." 

"And?" 

"I want to run away from here." 
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"You see? Flee, flee, flee. It's the only thing you know how to do. You 
don't confront the problems, you simply abandon them and run away. What 
you can't run away from is yourself." 

Mariangeles feels a drop of water fall on her eyebrow. She touches it 
and another one falls on her wrist. 

"You're not saying anything? You have nothing to say?" 

"It is starting to rain. It hasn't rained a drop for two years and it must 
start raining when we come. This situation has eggs, accept it. And don't 
continue being a pain, I'm not in the mood." 

"Let's get out of here, it's starting to give me bad milk. Or maybe I'm 
the one who's putting you in a bad mood?" 

A smiling Mercedes bursts onto the terrace followed by the inevitable 
Federico. 

"Are you leaving already?" she asks Carmen and Mariangeles in 
surprise when she see them stand up. 

"It's raining sweetheart. Haven't you noticed?" Mariangeles is repulsed 
by Mercedes’ happy, juvenile attitude. Just the sight of Federico and his 
eternal smile provokes a pinching sensation in her stomach. 

"Let's go inside." Carmen collects her bags and shakes off the cat 
which has been stuck to her pants leg like a saddle stuck to a camel. 

"I have a craving for coffee..." Mercedes says, covering her head with 
a package, as the rain is now pounding on the terrace. 

Taking small jumps and emitting little squeals Mercedes runs inside. It 
is packed and smells of burned lamb grease. 

Federico leads them through the crowd to a table in the corner. 

"This place is horrible." She sits next to a window whose glass has not 
been washed in the two years since the last rain. Through the glass, 
Mariangeles reads a sign, which says: Voitures a louer--Rent-a-car Mahdia. 
"Wait here, I'm going to rent a car," she says as she grabs her purse and leaps 
over Federico's legs, which are too short—everyone said so. 

"What is she talking about," said Mercedes, "if we have paid for the 
minibus and all of the transportation and excursions. Besides, women can't 
drive here." 

"Who can't? You're out there." 

"Listen, don't insult me. Do you think you're the only one in the world, 
Auntie." Mercedes, who is habitually placid, is angry and yelling. 

"Mercedes, calm down. Let her go if she wants to. Most likely they 
won't have any cars, or it will be a wreck or who knows." 

"It's just that I am fed up with Mariangeles. We always have to do 
what she says, to go where she wants and to ask her what she wants for us." 

"I'm going to rent that car if it's the last thing I do on Earth. And you 
know why? Because I'm leaving this pussy, and if you don't like it you can go 
to shit." 

Mariangeles leaves like a shot. Mercedes sits down again and burst into tears. 
Carmen asks the waiter for coffee for everyone. Federico has lost his smile. 
He wears a horrible grimace on his face. 

"What a little trip you two are giving me," Carmen remarks, lighting a 
cigarette and blowing the smoke towards Mercedes, who is wiping her eyes 
with a Kleenex. 

"It's her, she's unbearable and hysterical." 
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"All three of us are hysterical. It must be because we have to share one 
room, which is something I haven't done since I was an intern. When I swore I 
would never do it again in my life and here I am." 

"It's her, she believes she's the world's navel. She asks to be the first 
one to go to the bathroom where she takes a shit and leaves a stench that no 
one can remove afterwards." 

"Let's see if you think your shit doesn't smell, gorgeous." 

"She fills the shelf with her bottles and concoctions. And I have to 
keep mine in my travel bag, because she doesn't leave me any space." 

"Well, you like to use your concoctions too, accept it." 

"And now she wants to rent a car, only so that she can do her own holy 
will. Well, that doesn't count with me. I'm continuing with the planned 
program. Tomorrow we're going to the desert for three days and it's all 
arranged and paid for. Right Federico?" 

Federico made a gesture of total ignorance with his hand. 

"Listen Mercedes dear, you haven't rolled up with this homey man 
with the idea of having a Turkish passion, have you?" 

The waiter sets the coffee on the table. Mercedes drinks hers 
precipitately. She makes a dismissive gesture. 

"It's strained or re-boiled" 

"How unusual, something you don't like here. You, who were so sure 
about everything." 

"You are also turning against me. I haven't done anything to you." 
Carmen decides not to answer and looks the other way. Some people have 
started eating, since this place is also a restaurant. The couscous smells very 
good and it seems plentiful. "I'm beginning to get an indescribable hunger." 

"Are you going to come to the desert with us or not?" Mercedes has 
recovered her calm. 

"Humph, by 'us' are you referring to that dickhead and you?" 

"Don't be an idiot. We're going in a group." 

“If you want me to tell you the truth, I feel lazy just thinking about 
going 300 km in a jeep to see dunes and palm trees and then return. If it 
continues raining it will be even worse. And if we continue being angry, well, 
this is the end." 

"I'm not angry." 

"Yes, you are Mercedes." 

"I'm not angry, I tell you!" 

"Right. But maybe it's best for me if I am angry." 

"Ah. That's the other question. Shall we ask for something to eat or 
what?" 

"We're going to wait until Mariangeles returns and see what her 
opinion is." 

"You see? We always have to wait for Mariangeles and do or not do 
whatever comes out of her tail." 

"Don't be vulgar Mercedes. It seems like a lie that you might be a 
teacher. Besides, what is Federico going to say." 

Federico does not say anything. He stoically endures the quarrel, among other 
things, since if he spoke Spanish well, his understanding would be average, 
especially if it was Castilian. 
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Mariangeles bursts in, waving a few car keys in her hand, smiling, and 
happy. "Let's go gals, I have it! It's a Renault Clio. Tunis is ours. It cost me a 
fortune, but I got it." 

"Well, I don't think I'll contribute to the expense, that's for sure," 
Mercedes retorts. 

"If I didn't say that you have to pay: this is covered by my account. It's 
a present. To start, we could go to Sfax to send a fax. Eh? It's the skin or not? 
Are you still mad, Mercedes? I can't believe it." 

"No, I'm not mad--I'm fed up with you and your bad jokes and your 
concoctions and your arrogance. That is what I am." 

"I think we need to eat. We have empty stomachs and that's fatal for 
human relationships. Almost all quarrels and fights occur before eating and 
very few afterwards. I read that in a book. I'm so hungry at this moment that I 
could bite." 

"Eat in this disgusting place? Don't even say it. We're going to take the 
car and search for a delicious paradisiacal place where they make special 
couscous that we'll remember for the rest of our lives. You can come if you 
want Federico." 

Mercedes’ eyes are still red, "I'm going to the desert. Carmen doesn't feel like 
going and I suppose you won't feel like it either." 

"To the desert, with a group, and for three days: it's the certainty that 
doesn't appeal to me. And to you either Mercedes, don't be such a brat." 

"I can be as I wish. It's better to be a brat than a Nazi, like you and 
ignorant besides. The desert is marvelous, it's a magical place full of energy 
and spirituality." 

"In addition to The Turkish Passion, you also have The Heavenly 
Protector in your coconut." 

They eat couscous at the Al Madhia restaurant and fight and argue throughout 
the entire meal. Mercedes returns to Monastir with Federico and the German 
tourists. Carmen and Mariangeles return to the rented car. Its interior is dirty. 
The car makes suspicious noises under the heavy rain, which gradually floods 
the ditches on the side of the road and threatens to flood the road itself. 
Fortunately, there isn’t much traffic. 

Carmen and Mariangeles barely speak for seventy kilometers, which seems 
like an eternity to them. Intersections of impossible roads which pass through 
monotonous villages where one looks just like the other. Of course, when they 
think they have just arrived, they discover they are lost. 

"I said for you turn to the right, I don't know why you went around to 
the left," Carmen complains as she studies the map. 

"I turned where the arrow indicated. It's not my fault if the arrow was 
poorly positioned." 

Mercedes has stopped the car. "What village is this? What does it say over 
there?" 

"Over there it says 'Djemmal' and it should say 'Molchine." 

"Right. And the signs over there, what do they say." 

"You can see them the same as me." 

"I can't see to that distance; I did not bring my eyeglasses for seeing far 
away." 

"And how are you driving, by ear? I certainly cannot see a cake, 
especially with the way it's pouring." 
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"Well get out and go take a look." 

"Not even if I were crazy. Move the care closer, just in case." 
Mariangeles drives the car up to the intersection and stops. 

A truck, which was right behind them, is on the point of running them over. 
The driver begins blowing his horn like one possessed. 

"Ishitonyourmotherthedirtywhore," Mariangeles spews. She set the 
hand brake, jumps out of the car and heads toward the truck driver, who has 
stopped playing the horn. 

Carmen peers through the back windshield at the silhouette of Mariangeles 
and the truck driver's head and arm pointing in one direction. Mariangeles 
returns to the car. 

"We messed up. We passed it thirty-five kilometers back and we have 
two options: turn around or go fifty kilometers, but twenty on this kind of road 
and the rest on the highway." 

"The second option seems more sensible to me." 

Mariangeles puts the car into first gear and turns it around. "We're going the 
way we came; its safer. At least I already know the road." 

"Things always have to be done the way you want. It's incredible. 
Mercedes is right." 

"This isn't the moment to put yourself on edge. I'm the one who is 
driving. The car is mine; that means I have the advantage." 

"You're more Nazi than Hitler, Auntie." 

"Well, let's not start Carmen, then I'm truly going to be pissed off. You 
all have soured me. What a little trip you two have been giving me, damn it. 
And on top of that this fucking car doesn't have a radio." 

There is someone in the middle of the road. 

"Stop, stop! There's a man there in the median! Don't you see him?" 

"He probably wants to sell us something." 

"Stop! Look! There's an overturned car and a man on the ground. Stop 
the car, damn it." 

"It's not our fault. I'm not thinking about stopping." Mariangeles 
accelerates as she passes the place where man is standing waving his arms. On 
the side of the road is a van turned on its side and a man wearing pants, a 
jacket, and a turban. 

"But why aren't we going to help an injured person? Poor things, you 
have ice water in your veins." 

"What do you want us to do Carmen. We are not doctors. We can't do 
anything more than get involved in a bundle. It is not our problem." 

"It's incredible, I never thought you were so, so..." 

"So little like Theresa from Calcutta. My daughter, be realistic." 

"I will never forget that." 

"Me neither. And if you keep giving me the stick, I will leave you right 
here and you can manage as you can. Good God what a cross, truly." 

On the following day, Carmen went to Tunis and caught a plane to 
Madrid. Mercedes went to the desert with the tourists and Federico. 
Mariangeles set out on the road to Sfax, but the car broke down and left her on 
the highway within fifty miles. With such good luck, within five minutes a 
fantastic Mercedes 530 driven by a man from France passed by. He picked her 
up and wound up with her. The Frenchman had an agricultural farm and a 
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quarry near Sfax and Mariangeles had such a good time that she stayed three 
days longer than she planned. 

The three friends did not return to being friends; even though they 
continued living in the same city. They never saw one another other. They 
avoided each other and changed their routines just so they would not coincide. 
None of the three managed to comprehend how they had been friends for so 
long; how they been able to bear each other. The trip to Tunisia had revealed 
that there was not a friendship that could last a hundred years. And they lost 
their faith in travel guidebooks. 
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THE TOTAL WOMAN 


There was a time when I couldn't begin to understand how there were 
women who went out on the street without earrings. For me it would be like 
going out naked. I still have more than four hundred pairs of earrings piled in a 
shoebox from the Charles Jourdan boots I bought in 1992, when the Sevillans 
went into a fury of extravagance and rowdy exuberance. Those boots were so 
precious and so charismatic, that everything about them had to be saved. I still 
have the box, left like the coffin remains after the deceased's journey to the 
cemetery. 

But what boots, Carlota: made of fine, brilliant calfskin, smooth as a 
baby's little bottom. They were lightly tapered in the front, with a perfect heel, 
not too big, not to small; decorated with blocks of color--green, blue, red and 
yellow-- and clear, which formed a divine arabesque which went down almost 
to the ankle. What beauty! The leg was like a silk glove which clung to the 
calf and climbed in a tight-fitting way to midthigh. After I tried them on at the 
shop, as Paula, who I went shopping with that day, urged me to do, I knew 
those boots had my name on their soul. I set an embargo against the virginity I 
never had, to God, so those boots would be mine. 

I remember it very well. Finally, I purchased them in March 1992. I 
did not stop wearing them until after the next year’s fair. Everyone in Seville 
was already full of decadence and had a hangover you couldn't see. All of 
Seville felt somewhat disgraceful after the fairs. But I was left with the boots, 
that lifted me up above morality. They consoled me like a general in Waterloo. 

1992 was my year. I think out of all of the festivals, The Expo, The 
New Bridges, the ducklings in Guadalquivir, Azabache, and even the Fifteenth 
Centenary, everything was organized by God for the sole purpose of 
celebrating my first year of being what I am: a woman. A whole woman in 
body, body and soul, a total woman, a female piece. Before then, I was a 
distinguished transvestite, an impersonator, a transsexual, whatever you want 
to call it, but a dude who dresses like a woman. One who deceives, and how. 
But I continued with my thing here in front, and my eggs squished, but they’re 
there for fucking the dirty men and for my figure. 

I used to see advertisements for lingerie in Marie Claire and I would 
be so filled with demons from viewing that perfect curve in the little crotch 
trimmed with cotton lace, that I begged the Virgin Triana to forgive me. I 
never stayed like that; you always noticed the stupid bulge from my prick and 
balls. Dear God, what suffering! 

The rest, modesty aside, is good. Come on, it's very good. Some 
breasts, here you can see them, that give me glory. Large, firm with dark rose 
nipples that women would like to have. A waist like the ‘guay’ in Paraguay 
and a delicious, rounded butt which moves with the current when I dance to 
the rumba. Hard thighs like a maid's, full calves, and ankles as fine as a reed. 
And my feet are the envy of all my colleagues at the flamenco show. Go on. 
My arches are much higher than those of women born women. 
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But what an injustice life is, you see. I, with a body like a siren's, a 
model's, of rage and scandal, with a disgusting dick hanging like a sausage on 
a nail in a pantry. For God's sake, what a disgrace. At the end of 1991, I 
decided to have the operation. Well, I had decided to have it for a long time, 
but before then I didn't have what you call economic resources. Work did not 
fail me, thanks to the Virgin of Rocio, who has always protected me, may she 
be praised to be the Christ of the Lamps. 

But of course, I also had many expenses, especially after my father and 
mother threw me out of the house wrongly, when I was eighteen or nineteen. 
All because my older brother saw me in a disco dancing to bakalao music 
dressed as a woman. Good, well that's how it was: I had a lot of expenses, an 
apartment, a wardrobe--and I don't know what—so that money went through 
my fingers as if it was clear water. 

My Uncle Juan de Dios opened a flamenco show in the 1990's in Santa 
Cruz. He insisted that I work and dance there. And the truth was that I was an 
unbelievable success. Come on, there the money ran like fabric softer in a 
washing machine. That is where I met Julian. What a man, what passion. You 
saw how I was rude and detached, how I never have wanted to get seriously 
involved with anyone. I never could have believed a real guy could fall in 
love with a woman who looks like a woman, but isn’t a woman, come on, I do 
not know if I can explain it myself. As for fucking, I understand it; I am an 
expert on it, which is obvious. But true love, I never would have believed it. 
So as soon as someone becomes boring, out the door, I have seen you, David 
Blue. 

But Julian, Julian remains my personal Pyrrhic defeat. He fell in love 
with me, he bought me presents, he celebrated me, had me like a queen. 
Everything was sweetness, tenderness, and sensitivity. So much so that one 
day I said to him: Look Julian, if you want our relationship to function, I must 
have an operation. We can't go on like this. You are a man, a masculine man, 
and you need a woman, a feminine woman. 


And I went away and had the operation. Listen, I was walking on pins, 
Julian paid me for all of the expenses, of course. What luck I have in my life, I 
cannot believe it, Virgin Macarena, how good you have been with me, 
gorgeous. In short, after three months I was already in circulation. I look at 
myself in the mirror and I have the false impression that I am dreaming in 
plaid. It is nothing more nor less than a miracle. Now I don't have to envy 
anyone. Not Rosio, not Claudia, not Paula, not Gina, not the mother that bore 
them. Go on. I remember going to The Expo in the late afternoon, just for a 
stroll: to have some wine and stuff. Jeez, I would put on the Charles Jourdan 
boots, a black mini skirt made from fine calf skin, very tight and very short--it 
all has to be said-- a red bodysuit, around my waist, a gold chain, well, some 
gold-toned junk, and a short, white silk jacket encrusted with stars. My hair, 
loose, straight, divine; I have always had divine hair, by the grace of God and 
the Virgin of Regla; my complexion was like a dream, my lips, red, and the 
black eyes that I have were rightly given to me by the Holy Christ of Limpias, 
he might be a Benedictine friar; makeup like Cleopatra. So when I walked 
looking up, all of the traffic lights on the street blow their fuses, go on. 
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When I go out with Julian, we have dinner at some fine restaurant, and 
now you know how expensive fine restaurants are. We would start to get 
purple from eating so much persebe, seafood, Serrano ham, San Lucar 
langostinos from the Virgin of the Port, whatever good things there were we 
ate. And I didn't gain weight, not one gram, mind you. Afterwards, we danced 
until six or seven in the morning. At the flamenco show I was a success that 
no one could believe. 


Now I was a total woman. I was a woman from morning to night. I 
have always been very traditional and very feminine. That God, in a careless 
moment had given me a dick, was an error that he made and that I forgive him 
for it. Because everyone in the world makes mistakes, including God, listen, 
even he can make a mistake. But Julian and I helped him to right the wrong, 
and the Most Holy Virgin of the Pains. I am so feminine, I never leave the 
house without my makeup, more or less, depending on the hour, and the 
purpose, you know what I mean. I do not wear pants, for God's sake, what 
thing is uglier than pants. The sight of those who like to wear them, like the 
women who believe they are so liberated because they do, demonstrates 
meagre aesthetics. And those wide jackets with shoulder pads, are totally like 
the ones men wore in the 1940s which were all made straight as a washing 
board and all identical. Come on, how horrible, God! 


Me and my earrings, always. Large, small, but always impeccable, 
with details, everything. And then I like how they treat me like a woman. How 
they let me pass first through the door, how they open the car door and help 
me to get out, how they pull out the chair, cooking, housekeeping, ironing his 
shirts, looking after him. It is divine to occupy your woman's role where you 
have to fit. And if he comes home tired, well, you relax him, you prepare a 
little supper and a small drink, with cocktail snacks. If he wants to watch 
football on T.V., listen, it's his right. If he wants to throw down the towels 
after he showers and leave clothes: one sock over here and the other over there, 
it's his right. What if he screams one day because his shirt is not ironed well? 
Well, he has more reason to than a saint does. If he wants to tell you, since I 
have an obligation, as a woman, to iron his shirt, like the canon commands. If 
not, he would not be with me, he would be with a dry cleaner, go on. The man 
at home is the king, and for that you don't have to turn the page. You do what 
he wants when he wants and that is the reason why butterfly. The woman is 
always a step behind, and she is there to accompany him, to love him a lot, 
because men need lots of affection, lots of love, lots of tranquillity, lots of 
peace, lots of pampering. 


When I was still not a total woman, only on the inside, the feeling I got 
from my role was that of slavery, dependency, respect, and humility. I got sick, 
truly sick; I put myself in bed with a fever, from all the bull from the feminists 
who want to be equal with men. For God's sake, they don't know what they 
have by being women, fulfilling a woman's role, being a woman. Behave like 
women and stop fucking like a slut with so much vindication and so much 
spunk that we are losing our identity. Because God created women to provide 
enjoyment to the sight and the spirit, to be loved by the man, for his solace and 
satisfaction. And whoever does not understand that it is because she is crazy. 
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They are for having children, as many as God wants, to sacrifice themselves 
without complaining, with joy. I cannot have children, but who is going to say 
that one day we can't adopt one, a small pipe who would bring happiness to 
Julian and me. I, like a mother, will take care of it and pay attention to it, 
educate it, all of that. I would have to leave the flamenco show, because my 
duty which is to take care of Julian and the boy, comes first. Males are always 
closer to their mothers. It is not going to be Julian who is the one to get up at 
night to give the baby a bottle, like in those modern marriages. I have many 
wishes to have a son, God, for God, I know you have already done so many 
miracles on my person, and I am grateful, but make another effort, the last one, 
now I will not ask you for more, nor your holy and glorious mother either, 
only give me the opportunity to be a mother. You are going to see how I will 
not disappoint you, Blessed Christ, have pity on your servant. 


KK 


Recently, I don't know what is happening to me, but something strange 
is occuring. I look at the Charles Jourdan box, with more than four hundred 
pairs of hoop earrings-- and that is because I have given a few to Paula and my 
nieces: Luz, Mar, Sole... don't want to throw them away since it has been 
weeks--what am I saying--months, since I have put them on to wherever I go. 
Only when I have to dance, but then they go with the flouncy costume like a 
shawl, as a necessary professional accoutrement. 


Just imagine, before I used to go down the street dressed as a woman, 
without being one, as you see it, and I had to accept that I was going around 
asking for a fight. I would look the men in the eye to see if they were staring at 
me and if they would say something, a compliment or a harassment, it didn't 
matter because one has to see what guys will say when they see a butt or a 
good pair of legs. 


But from then to now, you see how I get furious when you enter a bar, 
in order to buy yourself a little beer, a small coffee or whatever it may be, 
anything and the bastard of a waiter won't take his eyes off my tits. Listen to 
what happened to me a few days ago. I just went to buy some sandals and the 
manager pawed my calf; that was too much. Listen, before I liked that, I 
would have been grateful for the chance to flirt with strangers. But the shoe 
salesman made me angry. It seemed like a great audacity, a big step for such a 
small purpose, that I kicked him in the balls, as soon as I had both of his hands, 
one on my thigh and the other holding the shoehorn. Yours truly dropped it 
when he fell backwards and was unable to get up due to the pain--the son of a 
whore. 


I truly have perceived a lack of respect, a preponderance of abuse, 
impudence: touching a customer's calf, come on, and only because she is a 
woman. I do not want to lead you on, because I’m not a feminist, but the little 
respect that some men have for women, come on, it's scandalous. Juan de 
Dios's niece Puri the Riojan, who is gorgeous, sings better than Cameron. The 
kid sings all of the different suits of flamenco songs, but my uncle has dragged 
her here and there for years as he makes her life impossible. He treats her like 
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a rag, they say he even beats her and everything. And she is quiet, she doesn't 
complain, since she says her uncle is her uncle and she has neither father nor 
mother, and where is she going to go. Considering how well that girl sings, 
she could work wherever her pussy leads her, Madrid, Barcelona, or Japan. 


Therefore I do not let them get away with anything, not a one. Now 
that I am a complete woman in body and within all of the law, well, not yet 
within all of the law, that’s the truth of the truth. I still have Gerardo Garcia 
Garcia, sex: male, on my identity card, but in time it will soon be obvious and 
whatever needs to be done to remedy that error will be done. But it is like I 
told a traffic officer who stopped me the other day. I was going along 
tranquilly driving Julian's car and he asked me for my driver's license. The 
man was crossing himself and did nothing more than repeat: But you truly are 
Gerardo Garcia Garcia? And I said yes, but no, I resemble Gerarda more than 
Gerardo, but I continue being Gerardo. Now you see no one is perfect. Faced 
with his confusion and that, he told me to go. It was too much for his common 
sense. 


Lastly, my Julian is also a little bit strange, would you believe it. 
Although he says I am the one who changed. The fact is I am no longer happy 
being handled like a beast and after that I let him give it to me down there, you 
hear. One has one's pride and a desire to do it as God commands. I do not 
want to make love like a puff anymore. I want to do it like a woman. And, 
furthermore, with respect and gentleness. He became infuriated and said I 
have turned into an idiot. The other day he said something to me that I am not 
going to forgive him for. He told me that each day I seem more like his mother, 
I shit on the whore. Imagine that. 


I am truly, as I have already said, not a feminist, nothing like that. But 
they are not pulling me by my hair, not ordering me, not exploiting me, not 
shaking me, not treating me like a piece of furniture, because I am a woman, 
none of that. Listen, I am first a human being. And if I am already a woman, 
with all of my suffering, work and money that is has cost, half of the world is 
not going to walk over me as if I’m a carpet. Come on. Do not talk about the 
wig. So now, I have ultimately retired the skintight bodysuits and mini skirts 
and tiny lame boleros, and I have started turning to baggy pants and tailored 
jackets and giving the guys sausages. They will listen, damnit, to how much a 
comb costs. I do not let them get away with anything, not a one, whoever falls 
falls. I am going to tell you another thing: there are days when I understand 
my friend Nuri, the poor girl, who leads the dog's life that Galleta gives her, 
and how I have heard her say many times that if she could go back to before 
she was born, and if she were allowed to choose, she would have been a guy. 
You see, there are days when I understand. 
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TO DIE FROM LIVING 


Amparo goes to the hairdresser's every Wednesday without ever missing one. 
At ten thirty--a minute more, a minute less, she appears in the entrance hall of 22 
Santa Teresa Street, greeting Remedios, who is scrubbing the foyer or polishing the 
golden brass doorknob or passing the feather duster over the elevator grating: it 
depends. Since this is the way Amparo is, very punctual and methodical. She does 
everything at the same time and in the same order. Not Remedios. 

Remedios does things according to her appetite for them, in such a way that 
one never knows what Remedios will do and when. Remedios, like a good janitor, is 
very talkative, she rolls herself up like a window shade with everyone who can be her 
target. Amparo asks herself if, in order to become a janitor, one has to be chatty or if 
one becomes chatty because one is a janitor. The fact is all of the janitors Amparo 
knows, perhaps she does not know many of them--but of the eight or 10 max that she 
does, all of them talk through their elbows. 


Remedios returns Amparo's greeting and right away makes some observation, 
"what a good day it is today" or "today will not escape without rain" or "have you 
seen what a horrible crime was done on the taxi driver" or "today you won't have to 
wait, you are going to be the only one there" or any other phrase which might occur to 
her, as long as it starts the thread. At first Amparo, who is more educated than timid, 
stopped before entering the door to the patio so that she could cross and enter the 
hairdresser's, which is located on the ground floor Door C, and replied with anything 
so she could leave the passage and continue walking. But Remedios follows her, 
telling her all sorts of things that truly do not interest anyone. One day, when 
Remedios is threatening to describe, from A to Z, the mess that the dog of some new 
occupants who had moved in the attic had made, Amparo cuts her dry. 


"Excuse me, but I am in a big hurry. As soon as I leave the hairdresser's, I 
need to take my husband to the health clinic. We have an appointment with the 
neurologist." 

"Really! What happened to your husband? An infection or something." 

"No, a headache, and he forgets things. The poor man got lost in the street and 
suddenly he did not know if it was night or day." 

"Oh, that's the thing I've seen on T.V., a sickness with a very strange name 
like Almazer or something like that. Ach, well that's the worst, Mrs. Amparo. You 
don't know how sorry I feel." 

"Thanks. Now we will see what the neurologist says." Amparo has already 

reached the door of the hairdressers’ 'Carlos and Tere’; it was, as always 

slightly ajar. "Good-bye, see you later." 


She leaves Remedios standing there with the word still in her mouth, "As you 
can see, we are nothing. Have them put curlers in your hair because a good lot has 
fallen to you with the Almazer, Mother of God...." 

And she continues sweeping and talking to herself. 
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The doctor warns them that until they perform a series of tests and 
examinations on Martin, they are unable to say what happened. But Amparo does not 
like the doctor's face at all, nor the looks which pass between him and his nurse when 
he says, "On this gentleman we are going to do an EE 27, a SC 140 and a CTLS5 200. 
See if we can get them as soon as possible. Meanwhile, I am going to prescribe some 
pills for you, and you are going to find yourself feeling much better. Soon you will 
see it. Don't worry." 


"Doctor, do you think that it could be that illness, the one that they call, I don't 
know how they call it, but it ends with them not being able to eat or to pee, you know, 
they talk about it a lot on T.V.?” 


"Alzheimer's? You want me to tell you one thing ma'am? I can seem very 
brusque, but I prohibit you from discussing certain things on television and with many 
of those who pretend to know something, and they do not even know how to draw an 
"O" by tracing a straw. The only thing they do is frighten people. I would give them 
all a lobotomy and they would remain tranquil for the rest of their lives. Do not make 
a case from the silly things that you hear on television." 

"I almost never watch television doctor. My neighbor told me about it." 

"Now I understand, good, well, tell your neighbor that I will take a good note 
of her very expert advice at the time I make the diagnosis. Martin, take it easy, don't 
get distressed or worried. Of course, I will sign for your sick leave. You need to rest." 

"I am collecting unemployment for six months. I do short, odd jobs around the 
neighborhood from time to time. I also do hauling and deliveries with the car." 

"Well, don't do deliveries. It is not advisable for you to drive, Martin." 

"It is if 1 am okay, Doctor. When I have a headache, I take a pill and it goes 
away, apart from that, that woman exaggerates a lot." 

"How are you going to be well, if the other day you got lost, thinking that you 
were in Carceres," Amparo retorted, feeling bad that Martin referred to her as 'that'. 
"Tell the doctor. And the other day, you got into bed at four o'clock in the afternoon 
because you thought it was four o'clock in the morning." 

"That is no more than absentmindedness. I have always had a bad head." 

"Martin, I would prefer that you do not drive until we have the test results and 
are totally sure that everything is perfect." 


Martin worsens for days. The pain in his head is constant, always in the same 
place. He drops things out of his hands, he forgets to turn off the faucets, he has 
attacks of violence. Without warning he blows up at the television or while trying to 
arrange the curtains. He throws plates on the floor. Afterwards he remains prostrate, 
panting as if he is semi-conscious, babbling things that no one understands. Amparo 
spends the day cleaning what Martin dirties, ordering what Martin disorders. As she is 
taking him for a walk, he suddenly gets angry with her because he wants to go down a 
particular street or because he wants to walk outside of the zebra crossing, then he 
begins screaming at her and calling her everything. The pills calm him down, but 
they leave him depressed. 


Finally, one afternoon the neurologist receives them and informs them that 


Martin has a brain tumor. Consequently, they going to try to operate as soon as 
possible, but at the moment they do not have any beds available. As soon as it is 
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possible, they will operate on him. They must be patient. They should not worry. 
Everything is under control. 


That night, Amparo cries by herself, locked in the bathroom. She is certain 
Martin is going to die and she will be left a widow without anyone in the world. Her 
parents died ten years ago. Her brother Carlos died of cirrhosis of the liver the 
previous year. Anyhow, they would not have seen him, since her parents were 
poisoned by the pesticides they had used to treat the grapevines. Amparo had not 
been able to have children. For the first five years she and Martin had really tried hard. 
But now, in view of the useless result, they had stopped doing things in bed. Martin, 
who worked in a food packing plant, always came home tired. She took a job that was 
like a packer in a pharmaceutical laboratory. They lead a very routine, ordered, and 
solitary life. 


Amparo has a home like a shower of gold, everything is in order and sparkling. 
Their neighbors envy her because she does not have children. She can allow herself to 
have the luxury of a shiny floor, green leafy plants--of course she devotes a lot of time, 
money, and attention to them--and the impeccable upholstery on the sofa and keeping 
everything in perfect order and harmony. Amparo is very proud of her house, 
although it is rare that anyone besides Martin entered it. She dislikes the neighbors, 
who are chatty and loud mouthed and are always complaining and not talking about 
anything more than going to bingo or what they are going to buy on the home 
shopping network. Her young friends live far away, and she never sees them. All of 
them are full of children and their problems. Martin gets along fatally with his family. 
His mother is half paralyzed in a wheelchair and his father has high blood pressure 
and kidney problems. His three sisters are married. One lives in the Canary Islands, 
another in Andorra, and the other in Portugal. 


At the laboratory where Amparo works, they make an adjustment to the 
payroll. They put her and fifty others' feet on the street with a ridiculous severance 
pay and unemployment compensation. 


It is not important to Amparo because they do not need very many things, nor 
do they have many expenses. She starts sewing and embroidering and knitting as she 
did when she was small, just as the nuns at the school in her village taught her. On 
Wednesdays at ten thirty in the morning she goes to the hairdresser. Once a month, 
she lets herself have highlights. She has done this ever since she was eighteen years 
old--and now at forty-three, she continues doing it, in order to cover the gray. She has 
medium length hair, curly and strong. Back then it was light chestnut. On Mondays, 
she goes to the supermarket, it is two blocks from her house. She always buys the 
same things: pork fillets for Monday, blood sausage for cocido stew on Thursday— 
Martin cannot live without his cicido on Thursdays—two sirloin steaks to coat with 
breadcrumbs on Friday, two sirloins for Saturday, and pork loin marinated in paprika 
for Sunday if someone comes, no one ever comes anyway, chicken for Tuesday, stew 
meat for Wednesday. She also buys some whiting or a couple of slices of hake fish 
for some night when Martin is hungrier than normal. Generally, they have an omelet 
with some vegetables or a little soup for lunch. 


When they were newlyweds, they went to mass on Sundays, and they 
continued going until they convinced themselves that they were not going to have 
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children. One day Martin says to her, "We can't have children because we married too 
late." 

"But what are you saying. I am thirty-two and you are thirty-five: that is not 
very old. What would that have to do with it? Besides, maybe you are the one who 
can't have children." 

"I know I can have children. I have proof." 

"You don't say. What kind of proof?" 

"That I got Valentina pregnant one time." 

"Who is Valentina? The plumber's wife?" 

"That very one I have seen and laid." 

"But why are you telling me Martin, you are drunk." 

"Not now, that's obvious. It was years ago, before you and I were married." 


Valentina has more than five or six years on her. She is the western Spain type 
skinny, with narrow hips, very vehement and energetic, with brilliant black eyes like 
tar. She is the total opposite from Amparo, who is placid and Rubenesque, with sweet 
gray eyes. 

"How do you know that you got Valentina pregnant." 

"I told her not to bother you. But then she had an abortion." 

"You told her. It could have been from you or anyone else, men can never be 
sure of being anyone’s father." 

"At that time, she only slept with me." 

"Don't fuck with me Martin. She was sleeping with the plumber, with you, and 
certainly with others. And she probably told everyone the same thing.” 


Amparo is starting to get pissed off. The more minutes pass, the less pleased 
she is with knowing Martin had slept with Valentina. He would say it had been before 
marrying her, but who knew. Maybe they continue sleeping together. Or he sleeps 
with other women, and she does not find out about it. She feels the disillusionment 
rising through her esophagus, her throat, her lips. 

"I am very sure I can have children. I got pregnant when I was twenty-one by 
a cousin of mine one summer." 

Martin remains still, looking, his blue eyes more inexpressive than ever. 

"That is a lie like a house. You have never been pregnant." 

"Ask my mother." 

"Your mother is dead, and your father. We buried them a couple of months 
ago." 

"So, ask the midwife who did the abortion for me; she lives in Lavapies." 


Martin closes his eyes and begins growing redder and redder. It seems as 
though all of the blood in his body is accumulating in his face. He opens his eyes 
again. Now they were like a cat's: half-closed, violent, penetrating. 

"I am going to kill you, Amparo." 

He rises from the armchair, but before he manages to stand upright, he 
collapses to the floor. Amparo is paralyzed by the fear which entered her body from 
looking at Martin's eyes. Now he is lying on the floor, unmoving, his legs doubled 
over, one arm extended, the other underneath his body, his head turned to one side, 
his mouth half open. The redness in his face has vanished. 
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Over the next ten years, Amparo considered that moment many times. She 
never understood why she had not screamed, why she did not move or how much time 
passed with Martin on the floor and her standing on her feet looking down at him. She 
only remembered that she could not move, that she covered her ears, that she thought 
about going to the kitchen for water, about asking for help, about bending down to 
touch Martin, but she could not do any of those things. The thing, which always 
impresses her the most when she remembers that day, is the absence of the sense of 
time. There are people who have seen death and then returned to life in order to 
recount the experience. She knows exactly how it is to be outside of time, including 
outside of her body. 


At the end of seconds? Minutes? Years? Centuries? Martin moves and she 
bends down to help him stand up. He has returned from his journey through time. 


"Martin, stand up. Let me help you." 

"What happened?" 

"I don't know Martin. I think you fainted. Sit down. Are you hurt? Are you in 
any pain?" 

"No, I'm fine. I have no pain at all. I don't know what happened to me. I don't 
understand it, I was calmly reading the newspaper and suddenly, I am on the floor. 
What is going on?" 


Martin gazes at Amparo. His eyes are the same as always: pale, good natured, 
inoffensive, soothing. Apparently, Amparo thinks, he does not remember anything. 
I'm sure that when we started talking, Martin was reading the newspaper. Something 
he read must have prompted him to begin talking about the why and wherefore of 
their not having children, but he didn't seem to recall anything they said after that. 


"You have scared me to death, Martin. You were rising out of the armchair, 
and you fell on the floor. You must have fainted, from a drop in blood pressure or 
something like that." 

Amparo never returns to discuss the subject and Martin never returns to take 
up the topic of children. The only thing Amparo worries about is order, cleaning, and 
routine. And controlling time. She does not have a single hour of the day or night, a 
single minute that does not have its purpose, its usefulness. She knows perfectly what 
will happen after each thing. She comprehends that sometimes it is impossible to take 
exactly the same amount of time to wash the dishes or go grocery shopping at the 
supermarket or eat or even visit the hairdressers. Yet when this occurs, she feels a 
terrible inner anxiety. 


The order and the routine disappear when Martin begins to get ill. The trips to 
the hospital disrupt the domestic schedule. Sometimes she has to wait for hours, other 
times they are seen immediately. There is no way of anticipating what is going to 
happen. On top of that, Martin's family starts showing up at the house once they were 
informed that the doctors are going to operate. Sisters, in-laws, nieces and nephews, 
all sit down, drink coffee, eat sandwiches and talk and talk. They describe their 
operations, their parturitions, their illnesses. They eat and talk, talk and eat. And 
Amparo suffers. 
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One day, at the end of four weeks, they receive a call from the hospital that 
Martin must come in immediately, because they are going to operate on him in 
twenty-four hours. 


It is a Wednesday and this Wednesday she cannot go to the hairdressers. She 
feels dirty when they take a taxi. The previous day Martin had gotten angry with her 
and knocked her about for no reason, suddenly, just like that. This very morning, 
while Amparo was packing the suitcase, Martin threw the shoes out of the window 
onto the patio. Amparo told him to go down to look for them and he grabbed her by 
the arms and shouted, "You go down, you daughter of the grand whore.’ and then he 
threw her to the floor and went away to the kitchen. When he returned to the bedroom, 
he did not recall anything. 


They install Martin in Room 202, a room with two beds. The nurse, who is 
dragging her clogs and chewing gum, informs them that the second bed is vacant at 
the moment and orders Martin to put on his pajamas. The doctor will pass by to see 
him at once. They will probably operate on him in the afternoon. 


Amparo places Martin's clothes in the wardrobe; and his toothbrush, 
toothpaste, comb, and electric shaver in the bathroom. Inside the bidet, Amparo sees 
the bedpan, which is used so patients can urinate without leaving their beds. This 
vision generates a terrible fear in her. Her mouth goes dry. 


"This is a very nice room, Martin. It has lots of light and it is very clean." 
Observes Amparo, sitting next to the bed in a heavy stainless steel framed chair 
upholstered in plastic. 

"They are going to open my head. I am going to die." Martin responds, 
looking at the ceiling. 

"But what are you saying, they are going to cure you. The pain will go away, 
and besides they give you anesthesia, so you won't feel anything. Once you realize it, 
you are here again, completely cured." 

"I want to pray, but I don't remember how." 

"Our Father, who art in heaven, give us this day, our daily bread--" 

"Shut up, that makes me nervous! Shut up!” 

Martin had sat up in bed and is now glaring at her with the face of a rabid dog. 


Amparo stands and moves the chair next to the wall. 

"Where are you going now? What are you going to do?" 

"I am going to have some coffee, Martin. I think I am making you nervous. 
I'm going to let the nurse know so she can have a quick look at you." 


The door to the room is enormous, wide, and very heavy. As she is closing it 
in the corridor, she encounters the nurse in the clogs. 

"Nurse, my husband is very nervous. They told him he could not take any 
medication, but the poor man needs to take a pill for his nerves." 

"He will not have to take anything until the doctor says so ma'am." 

"Can you take a quick look at him. I am going to have some coffee. Please." 

"Go on ma'am, don't worry. I am going to see how he is doing, right now. 
Take it easy." 
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The hospital cafeteria is very far away. It is also packed with families. She 
timidly approaches the counter, but the overwhelmed waiters do not see her. Finally, 
she orders a coffee with milk. Her head is itching. Her life is meaningless if she 
cannot go to the hairdressers on Wednesdays. She has the feeling that this is the end 
of the world. It must be the same feeling her father had tried to convey to her and her 
brother when he started talking about how he suffered on the frontlines on the bank of 
the Ebro River when the Nationals bombed them. 


The coffee tastes disgusting, but it revives her. She tries to pay, but no one 
notices her, so she leaves it that way, without paying. One of the advantages of 
nobody paying attention to you is that they do not see you. 


She enters an elevator with a totally bald girl in a wheelchair being pushed by 
a nurse who selects the eighth floor "Children's Oncology" is written next to the 
number. Amparo alights on the second floor, thinking: 'Children with cancer, that 
certainly is a disgrace’. She scratches her head, arranging her hair. 


She pushes on the door of the room slowly, as hard as she can, while thinking 
that Martin probably will not still be there, that they will have taken him to the 
operating room. 


But no, Martin is in the bed with the headboard raised, his eyes closed, his 
hands resting symmetrically under the sheets. 


Without making any noise, Amparo picks up her workbag, which she had left 
on the vacant bed and removes a crochet hook and yarn. She is making a new runner 
for the round table using a treasured drawing she copied from a magazine. From time 
to time, she lifts her eyes from her work in order to look at Martin, who remains 
motionless, sleeping. It is best for her to get accustomed to the idea that the wait will 
be long. She remembers the girl in the wheelchair, completely bald. She cannot 
remember her face; she had only focussed on the tartan blanket that was draped over 
her legs. When she was small, she had a pleated skirt with the same design: green 
lines crossed by red and yellow ones to form squares on a navy blue background. She 
loses the thread and the stitch and goes back. She has made a mistake. That never 
happens to her. Unexpectedly, she sees herself as a little girl in the tartan skirt, 
completely bald; she, who had some braids that reached her waist. She leaves her 
work on the bed and goes to the bathroom to look at herself in the mirror. She is sure 
her hair has completely fallen out, that she is bald and she does not dare to touch her 
head. She wants to see it in the mirror first. 


She hears Martin shouting. 

"God! The mother who bore you!" 

When she turns around, Martin is above her. Grabbing her neck with his two 
hands and shouting. 

"Daughter of a whore! You are a daughter of a whore! I got you pregnant and 
you deceived me! Daughter of a whore!" 


And he squeezes, squeezes, squeezes. Amparo's neck. Before falling to the 
floor, Amparo thinks: I no longer have to go to the hairdressers on Wednesdays. 
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I DON’T 


You assume that you marry and then you are going to be happy for the rest of 
your life, always and forever. As far as I can remember, that is the great truth, which 
is repeated emphatically, over and over in stories, conversations and advice from 
adults who are now fathers, mothers, professors, aunts and uncles, priests, teachers or 
summer camp counselors. 


I know perfectly well what I am talking about, because I was married to Pedro 
for three years. After a one and half year intense relationship which my mother's 
genteel friends call "pre-matrimonial”, and my father's friends call "sampling the 
goods." I can say and I do say that the great truth is simply a great load of shit, and the 
only truth is that it is an absolute lie. 

When I married, I was twenty-four years old. I was not a child, nor was I 
stupid. Finally, and in the end, I am a licensed veterinarian and I practice as such, but 
it is one thing to know how to detect leprosy and another very different thing to live 
together from night until day, with someone who isn't even from your family and 
furthermore is from the other gender. 

Prior to marriage, the whole world encourages you to marry, this includes 
many stores that give you a ten or fifteen percent discount. We are not only talking 
about friends--I also include, and they are the most surprising, the married and 
divorced—your parents, it is a normal thing for them because they only see your ruin, 
co-workers, not to mention the magazines in the waiting room. It is not that I consult 
them, but you have the radio on while you sew up the fallopian tubes of a Persian 
pedigree cat. 

My mother told me her grandmother used to say marriage was good for 
pimples, that there was a radical disappearance of those little ones that show up on her 
chin or forehead the day before she has something important to do. My mother tells 
me this while she is dying with laughter, scoffing at the backward times of my 
grandmother, when women went into marriage as virgins and then started their sexual 
activity. 

I have the feeling that there have not been so many virgins, nor are we so 
advanced now. For example, my mother believes she is being very modern because 
she advised me to marry since that way I would learn how to be responsible, as if 
responsibility had something to do with being married. Incredibly, at the same time 
they tell you that in marriage you have to be tolerant and swallow many things and 
that this in turn makes you mature. 

I am or was enough of a believer in the religion I was educated in, since I went 
to a small nun's college. However, I completed my baccalaureate degree at an institute. 
It always made me suspicious, and no one has been able to explain, why all of the 
great protagonists of Christianity and Catholicism or whatever you call it, are diehard 
singles: beginning with God, ending with Jesus Christ, and passing through the twelve 
apostles. Then there are the secondary actors, the Virgin Mary, Saint Ana, all of the 
women, and yes, they were married, even they had difficulties and the Holy Spirit 
worked to get to the bottom of it and give them a hand. To top it off, priests are 
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prohibited from marrying. In contrast, nuns are married to God. Clearly, it would be 
strange for the clergy to be married to God or to the Holy Virgin. 

Without much thought it brings you to the conclusion that it must not be that 
beneficial when it is eliminated from the lives of great men yet is a natural thing for 
women. Very suspicious. 

The men have always been extremely clever. For the majority of history, they 
have always sought the most enjoyable tasks: hunting, fishing, bowling, horseback 
riding, combat tournaments, playing cards or chess, navigating. Even waging war is 
more amusing than staying at home with the children, cooking, kneading bread, 
weaving, sweeping the hut and mending the loincloths, which is the work adjudicated 
to women for their entire lives. 

Now it is no longer like that. Now it is worse. Take the example of Pedro and I. 
Pedro is also a veterinarian. We have a practice in a centrally located neighborhood 
and things are going very well for us. Or maybe, to him things are going very well, 
and I have been working like a slave since the first day. Let's see if you can guess who 
takes care of having the instruments ready. An assistant, naturally me. Or who takes 
care of attending conventions and seminars. Pedro, of course. And who manages the 
files and the accounts? And who takes the x-rays? Me. But you will not guess who 
receives the visitors from laboratories or signs the official certificates or important 
studies. He does, of course. And while we are at it, who goes to the supermarket to do 
the shopping or who sets the alarm clock for four o'clock in the morning in order to 
see how the post-operative patients are doing or the patients in the Intensive Care Unit. 
Me. 

The first time Pedro called me into the office was when he told me, in front of 
the owner of a dog with a liver tumor, "Carmen, would you please bring me the 
history on Sandunga and the x-rays we took last month. And then take some blood so 
a complete analysis can be done." 

"You have everything in the file behind you. I'm busy with a fracture." 

As the door closed, I heard how the woman, who was wearing jewelry to her 
teeth and hair spray down to her pubic hair, said to Pedro, "These days it's so difficult 
to find educated and efficient subordinates, isn't it Doctor?" 

I paused, listening to see what Pedro would say. And he said what he should 
not have said. 

"Times are very rough, Mrs. Angustias. Let's see what is happening with this 
little dog..." 

I did not speak to him for four days, but it did not matter. He never understood 
why I had gotten angry or why I felt so bad. 

That is the problem, they just do not understand. They do not realize that the 
act of marriage changes nothing about the relationship that can be had between two 
people who theoretically love each other. They understand that as their reason for 
marrying. Then why, from the first day do they olympically depart from everything 
which seemed interesting to them before: a certain respect, affection, tenderness, 
complicity. 

Because if you call him at work the day before the wedding, he says: "My 
Love, I was just thinking about you. I miss you so much. I'm longing for seven o'clock 
to come so we can see each other." But if you call him on the day after the wedding or 
the honeymoon, what he says is: "I'm very tied up now. Tell me quickly, what you 
want because I'm in a big hurry." 

And everything is like that. Sometimes they are brusque, at other times they 
gradually begin not to see you. They do not know if you are wearing a brown or a red 
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suit, if you have dyed your hair purple or cut it down to zero, if you have stopped 
making the sauce well or if you prefer to go to the movies on an afternoon when there 
is a game on TV. That's how they all are. 


Everything twenty-four hours before the wedding that was attentive, well- 
educated, togetherness is transformed into indifference, absence, abstraction, silence 
or crudeness. 

"Pedro, why didn't you flush, damnit?" 

"What?" 

"You went to the bathroom. You used it and you didn't flush the toilet." 

"You don't have to put it like that either." 

"I'm not putting it anyway, I only said that you haven't... 

"I already heard you. I'm going to flush the toilet now." 

"Don't bother, I've already flushed it." 

"Good. Well then, what's the problem." 

"Nothing there isn't any problem." 

"Good. Well if there isn't any problem, great." 

"Come, give me a kiss and nothing has happened here, still friends." 

"For goodness, sake Carmen. What's up with you? The truth is, I don't know 
where this comes from now. You're making a mountain out of a grain of sand." 

"It isn't a grain of sand, it's that you didn't flush the toilet." 

"Then go on, fuck. I think that's already clear. I didn't flush the toilet, I have 
sinned, and I feel it. What else do you want me to do?" 

"I don't want you to do anything. I just said, now give me a kiss and still 
friends. Listen, I didn't ask for the moon." 

"It's me who doesn't understand you, definitely. I am here in tranquility, with 
my drink, my TV, my newspaper and suddenly you put a chicken on me for I don't 
know what, about a flush. Carmen, really, entertain yourself with something. Distract 
yourself, because if you are bored, don't fight with me." 

"But is your head okay? I'm not bored. I simply went into the bathroom, saw 
that you hadn't flushed the toilet and it seemed elementary to me that after people take 
a shit, they flush the toilet. Damn it. Like I said, I'm not going to get in the habit of 
having to go in behind you and flush the toilet every time you shit." 

"I can't believe how crude you're becoming." 

"It could be that I got it from you. Speaking of vulgarities, not flushing the 
toilet isn't the only thing you do. You also fart and belch like a hippopotamus, pick 
your teeth after you eat, slurp your soup, and you don't ask me if I want anything 
when you go to the refrigerator for a beer." 

"And you? But you don't see yourself or what? You hang your stockings and 
panties in the shower, and I have to remove them every morning. You leave the brush 
full of hair; ditto the sink. You make all of the glasses and cups greasy with lipstick 
and your feet stink up the bed." 

"Well, go on because your armpits sing Chinese opera." 

These discussions could last for hours, and they end in blood crimes. It is 
conceivable that characters like Jesus Christ, who came to save the world, may not 
have experienced this. 

People, family, and friends, usually say these are normal things in marriages 
and that marriage is like this. Then it is obvious it will have to be forbidden. 

They also say when the arguments and the problems are transcended, it 
reinforces the tie and strengthens the love between the married couple. 
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Love has nothing to do with this issue, although the whole world insists that it 
does. Or then the love is not love but something different and there we have also erred. 

Because love is when you love the smell of the other, for example, or you are 
grateful for the intimacies with the other. And matrimony is exactly the opposite. 
These are problems of convenience, they say. But that is not true because a woman 
can live with very different people throughout her life, from family to friends, 
apartment mates, thousands. The problem with marriage is that you have to sleep with 
the one whom you live with and share all of your intimacy with. It is a situation that 
does not occur when you live with other people. 

They tell you from the time when you were small and throughout your entire 
adult life that marriage is the natural denouement of love. You do not need to test it 
anymore to know that it is a lie. 

The whole world knows it, but the whole world insists again and again on 
denying the evidence. It is one of the great mysteries. Because there are still more. 
The clear-sighted people or those who have been married once and refuse to do it 
again are regarded poorly. The etiquette labels them as "oddities". They are accused 
of egotism if not immaturity or intractability or assigned some perverse inclination: 
they are homosexuals or vampires or they transform into werewolves on nights of the 
full moon or, for women, into panthers or something worse. 

In reality, they are smarter than the media, more honest and braver. They do 
not have a wish to play the grand game of disparities, which is marriage, where there 
is always one who wins and one who loses, one who dominates and one who submits, 
one who tolerates and one who abuses, one who complains and one who is silent, one 
who injures and one who returns, one who laughs and one who cries, one who asks 
and one who serves. 

The married talk about marriage like a plague, but then they urge those who 
are not married to marry. It is as if the survivors of a bombardment urged more 
bombing. It is incredible. Single men and women see how those opposed to marriage 
are persecuted by all of the married people for committing the same error that they 
committed and for falling into the same abyss they fell into. 

Even at the expense of idiotic inventions such as identifying love with 
marriage and happiness. Nonetheless, they continue saying to the heavens that for a 
woman the day of her wedding is "the happiest day of her life". Of course, that is only 
valid for young women. They do not tell young men the day of their wedding will be 
the most important day of their lives; that would be ridiculous. The most important 
day in a young man's life is the day when his soccer team wins the league or the 
European Cup. 

The day of my wedding to Pedro, I was pulverized. I had my period, like 
eighty-five percent of the women on their wedding day (the other fifteen percent are 
married pregnant). Plus, first, ten days earlier I sprained my ankle and it had to be 
immobilized, and then I was stuffed with analgesics and anti-inflammatories. After 
that my stomach turned tricks. I lost three kilos, it was something which, under 
normal circumstances might have made me happy, but at the moment I was 
devastated because I had purchased a formal dress with a cream-colored jacket. It was 
very pretty, very expensive and very tight fitting, with a very narrow waist, that was 
contrary to what my mother and my sisters liked. It was left loose and hanging. 

My mother was ready to throw the house out the window—I was the first of 
my sisters to get married-- and regardless of the cost, she wanted me to wear one of 
those hair-raising dresses for a white bride: long with a veil and a train. And I, who 
always went around in jeans and T-shirts, couldn't see myself in satin and tulle. I 
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understand that marrying in jeans is a little extreme, but I wanted a pretty and discreet 
suit--those are two things I've always been fond of--that would work for the civil and 
the religious ceremonies. The church married Pedro and me, but we did not discuss it 
with our respective families who, though they were not practicing, at the hour of truth 
they assumed that we were going to be married by the church. For Pedro and me, it 
was the same, I think that we did not have the energy nor the conviction to argue. My 
pathology professor said that he is very, very, very skeptical that no one dares to say 
the others are not right. That is it. 

Pedro and me. Me and Pedro. We adored each other, we loved each other, we 
could not be separated for one minute. We did everything together. He was two years 
older than me and had graduated a year earlier. His father helped him apply for a line 
of credit to cover the practice. His father is a pharmacist, who is the son of a 
pharmacist, who was the son of a pharmacist. My father is a businessman, son of a 
businessman, son of a businessman. I am the first one in my family who has studied 
for a profession. My mother comes from a family of farmers and some of them have 
studied for a baccalaureate degree. 

Whatever the case, the two families were delighted with our wedding. 

That included being emotional. They did not do anything more than give us 
presents, encouragement, and pats on the back. 


No one told us how horrible it was going to be, the damage we were going to 
do, the problems we were going to have. They only talked about how happy we were 
going to be, as if happiness might have been something to see in all of this. 

I twisted my ankle ten days before the wedding, because I fell off an old step 
ladder while I was installing some shelves in the operating room. I was a bit furious. 
Pedro had left that afternoon since he had arranged a bachelor's party with a few 
friends from the faculty, and I wanted to finish putting up the shelves. I was annoyed, 
but I didn't recognize it; at the same time, I had convinced myself that it was good that 
Pedro went out to enjoy himself with his friends. Our allocation of the offices also 
seemed okay to me. He appropriated the largest and the well-lit one. After all, it was 
all the same to me. Mine was closer to the bathroom and the laboratory. It was quieter 
and homey. I invented the word and I believe it emerged from something strange 
which pulsated inside of me. 

"I would feel like--I don't know what if I gave myself the larger office." My 
adorable Pedro quips, catching me by the waist and giving me a kiss on the neck. 

"Yours is much bigger, but mine is homier," I reply, returning the kiss on his 
nose. 

"Yes, you are right. I almost like it more than this one. I'll switch it with you." 

Idiot. Now I know what he says, is not the truth. He only said it so I would be 
content and to reassure himself that I was indeed agreeing to occupy the small, dark 
office. 

"No, no way. I like this one more. I don't like the big one at all." 

"The truth of the true truth was that he presented them to me without caring 
for one office or the other, because his aesthetic sense had always been the bare 
minimum. What I saw quickly, intuitively, and definitively was an office which was 
larger and more important than the other. And he made well sure that was the one for 
him. We did not toss a coin or draw papers out of a hat. It was something natural. 
When we entered this floor, on the right of the entrance was a door. We opened it and 
there was a spacious room with huge windows overlooking the street. 

"It's a splendid office," Pedro remarked as he opened the blinds. 
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"Yes, it's lovely. There's space for the desk, the library, the armchairs, 
everything." 

"My desk here, my computer here, my library here, my armchair that my 
father gave me--it was his grandfather's--here, and my diploma, here. What do you 
think Little Carmen?" 

"I think it's perfect. It is a lovely office, Little Pablo." 

And that is how it happened. 

What happened was that I was in love, enchanted, and in a state of perpetual 
adoration. I believed he was in love, but his state did not allow him to lose not one 
point of his sense of reality. This maybe the great difference between men and women, 
a difference more important, and evident than biological factors: women in love lose 
their heads and their sense of reality and men in love continue with the same 
anchoring in what is and is not advantageous for them. 

But something inside me was unconforming and attempted to open a path 
through the fog of my love. It stuck in my throat and warned me: But stupid, defend 
yourself, don't let him dominate you, don't give in to everything, and put a brake on 
your stupid devotion. Or something similar. But I did not do anything. I was 
enchanted with life, with being wonderful, so generous, and so tolerant with so little 
zeal for my rights or my preferences. 

Or maybe I was such a wally. 

I was charmed to know myself. 

But that inner irreconcilable uneasiness certainly fed on the smallest thing, so I 
paid attention to it. I fell off a ladder and pulverized my ankle. It was as if I were 
single, going to the Emergency Room alone in one taxi and then returning home in 
another. While I was waiting for them to take the x-rays, it occurred to me that this 
wanted to tell me something. But when I went back home and recuperated with my 
mother and my sisters, I reverted to the state of silliness which was habitual for me at 
that age. 


Now I see it all so clearly. Of course, it was a warning. I was lucky because it 
was a warning of moderately small proportions. There are warnings which are very 
serious or even lethal. I saw everything those days. Mountains of cats and dogs who 
suicide because they did want to endure the owners, who had made them suffer. 
Those who became neurotic from their owners' manias and obsessions. These 
accidents are called "sillies" since they are always a warning that you are doing 
something that you really do not want to do. 

Like the night of my wedding, I had my fucking period. We did not make love, 
but we had done it the day before and the day before that or maybe we were taking the 
opportunity of sleeping with a loose leg. I was harried and a little drunk from the 
wedding festivities, which were like all wedding festivities. Now I think it is curious 
how ‘harried’ and ‘married’ sound and are written, how ‘married and ‘harried’ are just 
alike. On the other hand, ‘matrimony’ is unmistakable, there isn't a song, or a verse, 
or any poem, which addresses matrimony, because let's see what rhymes with 
"matrimony" besides "patrimony" or "pandemonia" or even, even--you're not going to 
believe it, heavens--"demonia". 

That is what it is, a demonic invention, based on similar phonetics. Therefore, 
it follows that it does not resemble love, tranquility, liberty, equality, independence, 
tolerance and other such very pretty words. Matrimony is related to words like 
renunciation, surrender, resignation, endurance, tyranny, slavery, chains, humiliation, 
aggressiveness, and violence. 
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The morning after our wedding night we awakened very late. When I woke up 
Pedro had already gotten out of the bed. On the other side of the bathroom door, I 
heard a terrible hawking sound and threatening to spit at the same time as the water in 
the shower. 


"Pedro what's happening to you?" I inquired, knocking on the door with my 
knuckles. 

Pedro continued clearing his throat with a worrying persistence sound. When 
he did not answer, I went in. Pedro was shaving himself in front of the mirror. 

"Hello, I thought something was happening to you." 

At that moment he cleared his throat as if he had a barrel of oil inside of him 
and spat into the sink. 

"Nothing is happening. What's going to happen to me? Now I'm finished and 
I'll leave you the bathroom." 

"No, I'm not in a hurry. It's just that you were making so much noise that I got 
scared; I thought that maybe something bad had happened to you." 

"I'm perfect, at least I don't have a hangover. Now would you make me a good 
small coffee." 

I closed the door and went to the kitchen thinking: Damn, if that is what he 
sounds like when he is perfect, how will he be when he has a cold? Effectively, every 
morning of his life, after he woke up, Pedro cleaned his throat without pity, 
conscientiously and orchestrally. 

That first morning I prepared the breakfast and--like the hawking--it was 
transformed into a custom that it would always be this way. Something natural like 
the big office, how I automatically answered the telephone at the practice and took 
note of the appointments, how we always went to dinner at the restaurant he preferred, 
how I was the one who purchased the Christmas presents for his family. Like 
everything, doing something once turned it into a custom. Suddenly there was no one 
who could change it. 

Whatever variation you assume, an earthquake had shaken the foundations of 
the relationship. Every time we were more and more distant. We barely talked. Only 
at work: it was the only place where we agreed and collaborated. A friend told me that 
it would be fatal for us to work together, that it had strained our marriage. 


In my opinion, to strain a marriage one does not need to make a great effort or 
to search for a pretext. It is going to sink all by itself. The only thing one has to do is 
allow the time to pass. I know lots of marriages where they do not work together or in 
the same profession and they are sinking just the same. Whoever has a formula for 
making marriage work, step up to the front and throw the first stone. Instead, the 
whole world writes volumes and volumes about the reasons why those who are 
married turn it into Chinese torture instead of what they assumed it was, namely the 
passport to happiness. A shit. 

Finally, Pedro and I separated. We took advantage of the fact that the 
Guadalquivir River is under Sevillan jurisdiction to spend four months verbally 
abusing each other and throwing dishes at each other’s heads. That is not a metaphor. 
We even went so far as to saw a table in half because we could not agree on who 
would take it and both of us preferred to destroy it before giving it to the other. Now 
he is living with a colleague's ex-girlfriend who is not in the same profession, but she 
does the receptionist and assistant work. That was what he was looking for from the 
first moment. I left the practice and the clients. I write exams and I am PNN of the 
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faculty, which I like much better. I swore not to marry again as long as I was still 
alive, no matter what happened. 

And here I am. Tomorrow I marry Joaquin, an anatomy professor in the 
School of Medicine. I do not understand how this could have happened. It is 
something I cannot explain, but here I am like a wally, ranting in a notebook because I 
can’t sleep. I thought that if I wrote it down, I wouldn't get married, but the only thing 
I've succeeded in doing is letting off steam. I don't think I am the one who is going to 
get married tomorrow. And, on top of that, with rings under my eyes like a panda bear. 
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TEN WOMEN AND ONE POET 


A romantic young man is sitting in Cafe Commercial beside the window, in 
front of the door. He writes in a notebook, 'Today it is raining. I feel sad and lonely. I 
think today I am finally going to be able to write a poem.' 

He lifts his eyes from his notebook and sees a girl sit down at the table next to 
his. She is young, she could not be more than seventeen or eighteen. She is dressed 
in jeans, a black turtleneck sweater and a jean jacket; she has long, very curly hair, the 
color of straw. Her skin is very clear and white, except for her turned-up nose which 
shows a light rosy tone. Her large eyes are bright and watery. 

The romantic feels how his heartbeat accelerates. To dissimilate, he stops 
staring at the girl and starts drawing flowers--daisies--in his notebook. A waiter 
approaches the girl's table. She orders a coffee with milk. Afterwards, she removes a 
book from her backpack and begins to read. As she reads, she tosses her mane of 
curly hair to the side and gently twists it. The romantic can see her strong white neck, 
which emerges from the edge of the black sweater, and a smooth, round earlobe 
encrusted with a grain of gold. 

The romantic already understands that he has just seen the woman of his life, 
the one who will always drive him wild, the one with whom he will experience a very 
torrid and fatal love for, like Romeo for Juliet, like Aberlard for Heloise or like 
Miguel Boyer for Isabel Preysler. Their destinies are irremediably intertwined forever. 

Only he believes or recognizes it. He senses that he is blushing, that his legs 
are trembling, that something is going to happen. He cannot take his eyes off of the 
girl. He cannot imagine life without gazing at this youth, whom the romantic has 
prophesied as his twin soul, sensible, romantic, amorous. 

Without stopping her reading, the girl releases her hair, puts her hand in her 
jean jacket pocket and takes out what appears to be a handkerchief. As she shakes it, 
it falls to the floor. The romantic does not hesitate an instant. He rushes to catch it. It 
not a handkerchief—but a paper Kleenex, wet and greasy. On touching it, the boy 
feels a small, involuntary nausea, which he nevertheless immediately represses. 

Holding the snotty Kleenex between his two fingers, he presents it to the girl. 

"I believe you dropped this." 

She glances at him. The boy can see a trickle of whitish liquid coming out of 
one of the nostrils of her turned-up nose. She grabs the greasy paper handkerchief and 
throws it to the floor, stomping on it with her right boot. 

"Fuck," she says, inhaling and putting her hand over her nose, "I have a cold 
from a movie." 

From her other pocket she extracts another Kleenex, equally greasy, and 
ostentatiously blows her nose. 

The romantic young man returns to sit at his table. 

He still feels the touch of viscous mucous from the paper handkerchief on his 
fingers and the sensation of revulsion it produced. When he was close to the girl, he 
noticed the smell of dried sweat on artificial fibers. All of it had tranquilized his heart 
and normalized his pulse. 
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He picks up his ballpoint pen, crosses out the daisies he had been sketching 
and transforms the cross outs into thick spears with sharp points. He writes, 'I am not 
going to write a poem today either. Life is a filthy whore. 
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